Dedication
L)

Chapter 1 ...

\2Z
2N\

Quarry

The Brokenr
Quarry, #1

by Max Allan Collins, 1948-

Published: 1976

A5 A5 AT AS AS 28 28 28 28 2%

Table of Contents

thru ... Chapter 30



Afterword

This book is a work of fiction. The characters and institutions are products of the Author’s
imagination and do not refer to actual persons or institutions.
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To Donald E. Westlake
thanks for writing

“Violence is as American as cherry pie.”
—H. Rap Brown

“I had gotten a taste of death and found it
palatable to the extent that I could never again
eat the fruits of a normal civilization.”
—DMickey Spillane

Chapter 1

I CLOSED MY eyes and saw the face of the man I would kill. Back at the
Howard Johnson’s, in the restroom, the Broker had showed me the photograph
and asked me if I wanted to take it with me; I said no, just let me look at it for a
minute. Now, ten minutes later, I thought of the face: a soft fleshy oval with a fat
Jewish nose sticking out of it.

I opened my eyes and saw the complex of brown brick buildings up ahead. The
main building was a pair of long two-stories that joined a central tower. From
where I was walking I could just make out the words QUAD CITY AIRPORT on the
tower. The afternoon was just trailing into dusk and they hadn’t turned on the
lights yet.

Before I'd started across the grassy field between the Howard Johnson’s and the
airport, the group of buildings with the several hangars looked good-size, no
O’Hare, but good-size. By the time I approached the parking lot, the place looked
smaller, as if I'd been walking toward a scale-model. Tiny gardens of red and white
and purple flowers were stuck here and there around the parking lot, lip service



paid to nature in the midst of bricks and cement and jet fumes. The flowers didn’t
belong here, and neither did I; I wanted to be in a T-shirt instead of a suit, and I
wanted to be relaxing in the sun somewhere instead of on a job.

Especially this job, this pain-in-the-ass job.

Going in I almost got my briefcase knocked out of my hand as two guys in dark
suits came rushing out the front door like their luggage had bombs inside and
they were the Bomb Squad. Which was airport-typical: half the people in a hurry
rushing around acting important; half the people in no hurry strolling around
acting important. Assholes.

Inside was wine-color marble and blue-green plaster. There was a sweep to the
way the building was put together that probably seemed futuristic in 1950. Now it
was a fucking dinosaur. Like that elevator stuck in the middle of everything,
housed in a cylinder with a staircase curved around, the cylinder covered in garish
red plastic that had bubbled in places.

The first thing I did was check the downstairs cans. They were all pretty big
(four stalls—three pay and a free) but even with the airport in a kind of lull right
now, it was clear none of them would do. Then I climbed the staircase that circled
the elevator and before I got started in on the upstairs cans, I saw him.

There was a priest and a young couple in their twenties and a soldier and a
sailor and two old ladies and a businessman, all sitting around the indoor
observation deck on the black-cushioned seats, looking out the big picture window
at the runway. He was the priest.

All in black, of course, except for the white clerical collar. And a gray putty face,
gray except for where some burst veins roadmapped his nose. He was wearing a
black toupee that looked like one. He had on dark sunglasses.

A priest. With that Jewish nose and sunglasses at dusk, no less, he’s going to
pass for a priest. With some guys you might just as well stand to the side and wait
for them to kill themselves, they’re that stupid.

He didn’t catch me looking at him so I went on ahead and checked out the cans
on this floor. I took in both halls that branched off the central tower building and
found a can apiece and a lot of empty offices. One hall had activity in the end
office, so I settled for the can down the other, completely deserted hall. That was
fine because it was the best in the building, the other one on this floor being like
the downstairs johns, big and designed with airport cattle in mind. Mine was for
the paid help, with a single free one-seater but lots of room to stand and smoke.
Also, every other can in the airport had a push door with no lock; this one had a
firmly closing door with locking knob.

I went back downstairs without even glancing at the priest. I walked to the Hertz
desk and asked the pretty blonde who did I see about luggage lockers. She said
they’re just around the corner, sir, and I said, no, who’s in charge of them. She
smiled and picked up her phone and dialed and a moment later a young guy in a
blue blazer asked if he could help and I told him what I wanted and he said fine
and took some money from me. We went to where two walls of bright steel luggage
lockers faced each other tight and I put my briefcase in one of the compartments
and he marked down the locker number and asked for a name and I gave him one.
He said thanks and I said thanks and he went away.



With him gone, I reopened the locker, snapped the briefcase open and got out
the pair of gray gloves and slipped them on. From the briefcase I took my folded
raincoat, which I draped over my arm, and the nine-millimeter silenced automatic,
which I gripped in my right hand, the draped raincoat covering my whole right
forearm and hand. I shut the briefcase and sealed it back up in the locker.

Upstairs I walked over to the priest and sat next to him. He was looking out at
the big silver jet, a 737 trimmed in United Airlines red-white-and-blue. The sky
was slate-color with big brush-strokes of orange cloud. I wondered if he could see
all that in those goddamn sunglasses.

“Father,” I said.

The priest turned and looked at me. He got a little smile going and nodded and
looked away.

Oh, he was nobody’s dummy this one, a real college graduate. He was well
aware that his role as priest called for acknowledging the respects of the faithful.
Brother.

“Father,” I said, and I let him see I was wearing gloves in August. His eyes
figured it out.

“Oh God,” he said. Prayer-soft.

“Let’s go to the can.”

“Oh God.”

“All I want’s what you have. Nothing else is going to happen.”

“Oh God.”

“Stay calm, now, don’t say anything... okay. Okay. You settled down?”

He shivered once. Then he nodded.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll walk to the can and we’ll talk about it. Now get up. Now.”

He stood and I stood and I took his arm. We walked in front of the young couple
and I said excuse me and smiled and they smiled back. I ushered him down the
hall of empty offices and into the can.

I locked the door.

He ran ahead and opened up the stall and puked in the stool, with the speed
and ease of a runner passing a baton in a relay.

When he was through, I said, “Flush it and come out here.”

He did.

The whole damn room stank, now. Like the job itself stank. All I could think
was, this isn’t what I do, this isn’t my style. What am I, some kind of shakedown
artist? That goddamn Broker’s going to pay for this breach of contract. I work a
certain kind of job, and shit like this isn’t part of it.

I said, “Where?”

He was shaking; his cheeks were trying to crawl off his face.

I repeated myself.

He said nothing. He did nothing. He looked at me out of glazed eyes and just
stood there.

“Look,” I said. “Nobody’s going to do anything to you if you’re sensible. You took
something from some people and they want it back. Return what you took, and
you can catch your plane as long as from now on you stay away from these people
and theirs. It’s that simple. Hell, you’ll just be out a job you’re out anyway.”

He said, “Please.”



“Stay cool, now. Look at it this way: you’re in possession of a valuable
commodity. Hand that commodity over to me and you can walk out of here. An
even swap.”

He patted his cheeks and tried to coax them to stay. His face over the clerical
collar turned from ash gray to reddish gray. He was thinking about crying.

Shit.

“Look,” I said, “I don’t like to hurt people. I'm not into that at all. Why don’t you
just cooperate?”

“It’s in my baggage.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I tell you it’s in my baggage.”

“I don’t believe you, I don’t believe you’d let this off your person.”

“l don’t care what you believe, it’s in my baggage, I checked my baggage already
and it’s already been taken out to the plane.”

“If you’re telling the truth...”

“l am!”

“If you're telling the truth, get out your rosary.”

“You said...”

“l said I’'m not into hurting people. I'm not. It won’t hurt, Father, itlll just be
black. All of a sudden. Real black.”

“But, please, please, listen to me, I checked the bags... the stuff’s in my bags
and that’s the truth, I'm sorry, Christ knows I'd give it to you and be done but I'm
sorry.”

I let the automatic peek out from under the draped raincoat. “Is that still the
truth?”

He closed his eyes and shook his head no.

“Where?” I said.

He started to take off his coat.

I brought the gun up and said, “Watch it, Father!”

“No, no! Wait!” He eased out of the coat and handed it toward me. Offered it.
“It’s the coat. The lining. In the lining.”

“Get it out of the lining.”

“You, you said you’d let me catch my plane. I'm gonna miss my plane.”

“Maybe. Get it out the lining.”

“It’s sown in, uh, under, I mean...”

“Rip it out.”

He did. He tugged free the lining and reached inside the gutted coat and pulled
out two plastic bags, stapled at their tops, a lump of white powder in each.

Inside my head, I shit my pants.

Okay, Broker. Is this what you got me into? Okay. He gave me the bags and I
slipped them in my suitcoat pocket.

“What now?” he said.

“Throw that lining away,” I said.

He balled it up and shoved it into the canister for used paper towels. I motioned
to him to put the coat back on and he did.

“Well?” he said.

“You can go,” I said. “But not till I'm gone. I'm going to have to knock you out.”



“My, my plane! You said... but now I'll miss my plane...”

“You’re under the gun and you worry about your plane. Christ. Just be thankful
you’re getting out of this with your ass in one piece.”

“Please, I'll wait in here, I can wait ten minutes and still make it.”

I rubbed my chin. “Suppose I could tie you up and by the time you got loose I'd
be gone...”

“Sure, sure, you could do that! Here, I'll untie my shoelaces, you can use that to
tie me.”

“No, never mind,” I said. “I got some rope in my pocket.”

“Oh. Oh well, fine.”

“First you get in that stall there.”

“In there?”

“In there.”

“It stinks in there.”

“That’s because you puked.” Christ, this guy.

He opened the stall.

“Put the seat down,” I said.

He did.

“Now sit.” He did.

“Put your hands together.”

As he was doing that, I shot him in the chest.

Chapter 2

THE WATER WAS all around me and cold. I bobbed back up to the surface,
grabbed a breath, and breast-stroked over to the side of the pool, pulled myself up
and out, and then went to the board and dove back in.

Five minutes later I stood in the shallow and the water lapped up against my
thighs and I heard a voice say, “So here you are.”

I looked up and she was in a black bikini. She was very tan, brown-black tan,
and she was slender, with hardly any breasts and a ribby rib cage but if she’d
been facing the other way I would’ve been reminded what a fine round little ass
she had.

“Didn’t think I'd be seeing you again,” she said, “didn’t think you’d still be
around.”

“Come on in,” I said.

“No. You come out. I'm not getting my hair wet, I just want some air.”

I climbed out and went after my towel. When I was dry I looked around and saw
she’d taken a lounge chair well back from the pool’s edge to keep her from getting
wet if some clown like me dove in. She leaned back, her longish black hair hanging
away from her face, and it was like she was sunbathing only she was just sitting
there staring up at the clouds and the moon. I joined her, pulling up another
lounge chair and sitting.

“I fell asleep,” she said.

“You were asleep when I left,” I said.



“Were you coming back?”

“Sure.”

“I didn’t figure on seeing you. I thought it was hit and run.”

“No. I slept there with you a little, then came out for a swim.”

“Where’d you change?”

“Went up to my room for my trunks. When’s your husband going to be back?”

“Not till late. He’ll be interviewing all evening.”

I didn’t say anything for a while. I was trying to remember her name. Helen, I
think she said it was.

“How’s the water?” she said.

“Cold. Fine.”

“You refreshed?”

“Sure. You rested up?”

“Sure. Want to go in and fuck?”

“Why not?”

I followed her from the swimming area across some grass to the little cement
patio to her room and then in the sliding glass doors. My room was up on the
second floor and didn’t have such convenient pool access. She slid shut the
window-door behind us and drew the curtain. She undid the bikini bra-top and let
it drop; her breasts were small and her nipples large and dark, so with all that tan
only a small circle of white separated dark texture from dark. It was a sexy effect.
She lowered her bikini bottoms and she was dark and hairy down there against
white skin. All this made up for her skinniness. I got my trunks off and we lay on
the bed.

She was all technique and no passion, like she lost that part of it somewhere
along the line and spent lots of time since looking for it. She told me her husband
hired people for industry and went around interviewing applicants all the time and
when he discovered she was cheating while he was off on business, he started
taking her along. The husband always did his interviews at downtown hotels
wherever they happened to be, but she insisted that they stay at motels so she
could be near pool and sunshine. That was as far as her explanation went, but the
rest was obvious enough: while her husband interviewed at the downtown hotel,
she picked up traveling salesmen and the like at the motel, mostly by sitting
around the pool in her black bikini.

I had got to the Howard Johnson’s Motor Lodge about an hour before I was
supposed to meet the Broker in the restaurant part, so I checked in and managed
to get picked up and laid by Helen or whatever-her-name-was before I was due to
confab with Broker. Well, I did end up a little late but how was I to know the
Broker had something last-minute urgent on his mind. I mean, he never pulled
anything like that on me before.

And never again. I was glad I'd thought to arrange for a month rental on one of
those lockers at the airport.

I figured Broker might be putting me onto something big and maybe I'd want to
cache some or all of whatever it was for myself. So one of the lockers, which was
good for only two days, had one of the little plastic bags of white powder in it; and
another locker, good for a whole month, had the other. And I had both keys and
Broker by the balls.



Of course this thing with Helen or whoever had worked out pretty nice, since
the bitch provided me an alibi of sorts, not that I’d use it. As far as she knew, I'd
screwed her, slept a while, then gone out for a swim. She didn’t know I stepped
out to give last rites to a priest.

She sat up in bed, leaned back against the headboard and got a cigarette going.
Her breasts were droopy and didn’t look so sexy anymore and I saw she had some
tines in her face and all of a sudden she looked middle-aged housewife who slept
around a lot, which is what she was. After a while it occurred to her she ought to
offer me a cigarette too, and I told her I didn’t use them.

“Clean liver, huh?”

“That shit can kill you,” I said, fanning her smoke out of my face. “But it’s your
life, do what you want.”

“You like to play at being hard, don’t you.”

“You don’t seem to mind me hard.”

She grinned and reached a hand down and played with me but neither it nor I
was having any.

So she gave up and a few seconds went by and she said, “I got some booze, you
thirsty?”

I was thinking that one over when outside, sirens cut the air.

“What the hell was that?” she said.

“Sirens.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought it was. Sounded like they went by here. Something
happen at the airport, you suppose?”

“Somebody had a heart attack maybe.”

“Yeah. Ambulance, then, not police.”

“Who knows.”

“Yeah. Hey, should I build us some drinks or not?”

“l don’t think so.”

“Come on.”

“Look,” I said, “this has been pleasant, but I got no desire to do a number with
your husband should he come back early or something. I'll just put my trunks on
and go swimming again, okay?”

“Aw, stick around.”

“No thanks.”

“Prick.”

I shrugged and got my trunks on and slid the glass door open. I strolled out to
the pool and walked over to the diving board. Up on the board I bounced and
looked across the grassy field toward the airport. It was all lit up, but no more
than usual, and I couldn’t make out whether there were any ambulance or cop car
lights up there. Not that it mattered. I dove in. The water was cold.

Chapter 3

THE BEST PART of the meal was the skillet of mushrooms. The Chablis was
okay, but I don’t know enough about wine to tell good from bad. But I do know



mushrooms, I've gone picking them before, and know enough to take the sponge
and leave the button top be. You never can tell about button top, unless you get
commercial grown. Like these were. Big and round as half dollars and plump and
juicy and fine.

The steak was just fair, being grainy like maybe it was injected with something
to make it tender while it was still a cow, but you got to remember too that I was
full on bread and salad and mushrooms before I even got to the steak. Finishing
the wine seemed a good top priority, and the last of it was just trickling down my
throat when the Broker and his wife walked past my table, neither one of them
showing a trace of recognition.

Which made sense with the wife, since she never saw me before. She was an
aristocratic-looking, icy ice-blonde of maybe thirty-five who probably came out of
one of those exclusive girl’s schools with a name like a winter resort, where a nun
or some other kind of old maid had taught her how to be a proper little glacier.

She was good-looking enough to make you wonder if Broker picked her like he
would any front or maybe there was some sex or love in it somewhere.

A girl in a short-skirted barmaid outfit seated the Broker and his missus in a
secluded corner where two wine-rack walls met. She took their drink order and
then a kid in a rust-color puffy-sleeve cavalier shirt waited on them. The outfits
fitted in with the glorified old English pub atmosphere of the place: high ceiling,
rough wood, a central roaring fireplace (gas), and huge wrought-iron chandeliers
above pouring out coppery semilight from candles (electric).

I poked at my steak and waited for Broker to make a move. He made an effort
not to look my way. I stared at him. At his brown double-knit pinstripe suit. At his
distinguished white hair. At the prissy expression under the wispy mustache.

He stood, excused himself with his wife, who didn’t seem to notice he was
getting up to go. He was a tall man, six-two and well-built, but he walked like he
was gelded.

I watched him go past me and round the fireplace and head toward the
restrooms. I waited a minute or two—I was willing to play his game that far—and
then went after him.

He was washing his hands. A guy was taking a leak and one of the crappers was
occupied. I walked over to one of the urinals and got busy.

After a while everybody left, except Broker and me, and I joined him at the
sinks. Broker stopped washing his hands, but he kept the water running.

“Well?” he said.

“Don’t ever try pulling anything like this on me again, Broker.”

“How did it go?”

“It went.”

“Did you get what he had?”

I looked at the Broker’s double-knit brown suit. He was wearing a blue shirt and
a white tie and his cheeks were rosy. He was fifty and he looked forty and his face
was long and fleshy without many lines.

“I got it,” I said.

Somebody came in and Broker started washing his hands again. I joined him.
The guy did what he had to and left.

“Seems like when I work with you,” I said, “all my time’s spent in toilets.”



“Is that where you took care of him? In a restroom?”

“No. I walked him out to the runway and threw him in front of a Boeing.”

A little dark guy with a little dark son came in and stood at the urinals, like a
big salt shaker and a smaller pepper. When they were done they seemed to want
to wash their hands, but Broker and me had the sink concession, so the pair gave
up quick and left.

“What are you upset about, Quarry?”

“Horse.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I'm talking about H, Broker. Smack. Heroin, horse, shit, horseshit!”

“Will you please keep your voice down?”

“Christ, Broker. That’s all I need is to get found with a bundle of that on me. I
got enough fucking risk going for me as it is.”

“You disappoint me, Quarry.”

“I disappoint you.”

“You were told your man had a valuable package which did not belong to him.
You weren’t told to examine the contents of the package.”

“It was a lump of snow in a plastic bag, Broker, it didn’t take a goddamn
chemist to tell.”

“Since when are you so God almighty precautious? You complain of risk. Yet
you use the same gun from job to job, don’t you? That would seem a dangerous
habit to me.”

“That is one thing. This other today is something else.”

“I'm not going to stand here and argue with you, Quarry. My hands are getting
puckered from washing.”

“Your hands are getting puckered. My ass is getting puckered! Look, I work one
kind of thing, and I work it one kind of way, you know that better than anyone
else, but what do you do? You bring me in for a half-ass deal like this one.”

“This was last minute, Quarry, I called you in for something else entirely, and...”

“I don’t like getting brought to town for one job and doing another. I don’t like
playing courier with a load of H. You want to play with smack, get a pusher. And
this humiliating people, I got no stomach for that. You got somebody who’s going
to die, fine, I'll be the means. You want strong-arm, get a goon.”

“Are you quite finished?”

“Don’t pull that pompous bullshit tone on me, Broker. I've known you too long. I
know what you are.”

“If you don’t like working for me, Quarry, why don’t you just quit?”

“What? What did you say?”

“I said if you don'’t like working for me you can always quit.”

“Now that tears it. Now that really fucking tears it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You work for me, Broker, don’t forget that... I work for you like Richard Burton
works for his agent.”

Broker sighed. “Where’s the stuff, Quarry?”

“Never do this to me again, Broker. Understand? Nothing else like this. Or
you’re going to see the side of this business you don’t like seeing.”

“Where’s the stuff?”



“Do you get my meaning, Broker?”

“Yes. Where’s the stuff?”

“Where’s my money?”

Broker turned off the faucet and wiped his hands on a paper towel. He took an
envelope from his inside jacket pocket. He handed the envelope to me and I looked
inside: three thousand in hundreds. I put the envelope in my inside pocket.

“I'm still at the Howard Johnson’s,” I said. “You come talk to me there. You
know what room I'm in. I’'m sick of using cans for my office.”

“What?”

“And don’t send anybody around to see me, Broker, or I'll do bad things to
them. You come. We got talking to do.”

“Don’t play with me, Quarry.”

“Who’s playing? Better zip up, Broker.”

“Quarry...”
I dried my hands and left.

Chapter 4

I SUPPOSE AT this point I should be filling you in on my background and telling
you how I got into such a specialized line of work. Don’t count on it. There are two
things you won’t get from me and that’s details about my past and my real name.
The closest you’ll get to a name is Quarry, which is an alias suggested by the
Broker and I always kind of liked it, as aliases go. Or I did until I asked Broker
why he suggested an offbeat name like that one and he chuckled and said, “Know
what a quarry is, don’t you? It’s rock and it’s hollowed out.” Broker isn’t known for
his sense of humor.

I will sketch in some of my background, in case you feel the need to try to
understand me. I'm a veteran of the Vietnam fuckup, which was where I learned
about the meaninglessness of life and death, though the point wasn'’t really driven
home until I arrived back in the states and found my wife shacked up with a guy
named Williams who had a bungalow in La Mirada and a job in a garage. I was
going to shoot the son of a bitch, but waited till I cooled down enough to think
rationally. Then I went to his house where he was in his driveway on his back
working under his car and kicked the jack out... once in a movie I heard death
referred to as “the big crushout,” and for that poor bastard the phrase couldn’t
have been more apropos. I didn’t shoot my wife, or drop a car on her either. I just
divorced her. Or rather she divorced me.

Of course no court in the world would have touched me, a cuckolded
serviceman fresh home from the fight. But no one wanted me for an overnight
house guest either. I couldn’t find work, even though I was a fully qualified
mechanic... and it wasn’t like there weren’t any openings. The garage where
Williams worked could’ve used a man, that was for sure.

The only relative I had who would even look me in the face was my old man,
who came out to L.A. to see me after I had my little marital problem. He told me
not to come home, said I'd made my stepmother nervous even before I started



murdering people and God only knew how I'd affect her now. I never did ask the
old man which murders he was talking about, the dozen or so in Vietnam or the
one in California.

Since I couldn’t go home to Ohio with my father, I just hung around L.A. for a
month or so, spending my money as fast as I could, going to movies during the
days and bars at night. That got old fast. California got old fast. It was where I was
stationed before going overseas and was where I fell into the star-crossed romance
that ended in marriage, among other things, with that brown-haired bitch whose
face is fuzzy in my memory now.

I don’t know how the Broker got a line on me. Maybe it’s like pro football teams
recruiting players; maybe Broker sends scouts around to bars to look for guys
with faces full of no morality. Or maybe Broker and his people pay attention to
certain of us who get back from service and have problems. I know mine was in
the papers and got enough publicity to keep me from getting jobs when I applied.
You know I never did figure out how everybody could be so goddamn back-patting
sympathetic and still not be willing to risk giving me a job.

Everybody but Broker. He had a job for me. I don’t remember the conversation. I
know it was elliptical. You don’t come right out and ask somebody if he’d like to
kill people for money. Even Uncle Sugar is more subtle than that.

Anyway, Broker showed up one day at what could best be described as my
fleabag one-room apartment in L.A. and somehow or other got across to me what
he was talking about... that I could make top dollar continuing to do what I had
just finished doing for peanuts and, in one case, for free. Killing people, that is.

I accepted without hesitation. My eager but unemotional “yes” must've nearly
scared the Broker off. He told me later he was usually wary of a fast yes; he didn’t
want anyone working with him who might be the type who drooled for a chance to
shoot anything that breathed: madmen don’t make the world’s most reliable,
efficient employees. But my lack of emotion counterbalanced any such fear Broker
might’ve harbored, especially on top of the thorough researching he’d had done on
me.

Why did I say yes? Why did I say yes so quickly? I guess I was hungry for the
chance to do something, anything, especially a high-paying something or
anything. Though I'd learned in Nam to accept life and death as meaningless, I'd
also learned the importance of survival. Maybe that’s inconsistent, holding life and
death void of meaning while valuing survival. All I know is it’s how I think and feel
and live, so I don'’t care.

I said I wouldn’t go into detail and I won’t. All I'll say is that by the time Broker
called me to the Quad Cities and tossed that airport business in my lap, I'd been
doing free-lance work for him for five and a half years. And I did consider myself a
free agent, even though I worked solely through Broker, since I had no doubt I
could hook up with some other similar “booking agent” with no trouble. There
were other Brokers around, though I didn’t know them by name. But, like Broker,
they would crawl out of the plush woodwork somewhere and contact me if I
wanted them to.

Some of what I did for Broker was undoubtedly mob-related, but only some of it.
To the best of my knowledge Broker was not in the direct employ of the Family (or
Outfit or Mafia or whatever) and did only piecework for them, assignments that



were in some way inconvenient for handling through conventional Family
channels. Only rarely would a hit of mine in one of the larger cities, like Chicago or
Milwaukee, be mob-related, as the Family had enough help on the local payroll to
handle practically anything; with the smaller-scale Family operations, in cities of
less than half a million, outside help through the Broker or someone like him
might be called upon. Other than that, the person who came to Broker was your
run-of-the-mill, everyday average citizen who has three to seven thousand dollars
handy to pay for killing someone he doesn’t like.

I had built up no particular philosophy about my work, but then I had no
particular problem living with myself, so I didn’t really need one. I guess I did
develop my own little handful of rationalizations to fall back on, should I need
them some rainy day. One of them was that any person somebody wanted dead
more than likely deserved it. But I knew that wasn’t necessarily true. A better
rationalization was that this was just an extension of being a soldier and what I
was doing was neither moral nor immoral, but amoral, like war.

Which is a good rationalization, but then you have to rationalize war.

What I realized at the outset as well as later was that certain people are going to
want certain other people dead, and what are you going to do? Once somebody
decides another somebody is going to have to die, that’s the ballgame. All that’s
left are details.

Anybody I ever hit was set to go anyway. I saw to it that it happened fast and
clean. It was something like working in a butcher shop, only my job pays better,
the hours are shorter and there isn’t the mess.

Chapter 5

EDDIE ROBINSON SAID, “Mother of Mercy, is this the end of Rico?” and
somebody made a noise outside the motel room, out on the balcony. I eased the
volume down on the television and listened: nothing for a moment, then whoever it
was knocked at the sliding glass door.

I turned off the set and checked my watch. I'd been looking at the late late
show, which was just getting over anyway, and it was ten before two A.M. About
right for Broker, though maybe a shade early; I'd expected him to show more like
three-thirty or four, when it’d be extremely unlikely anybody’d be up and about to
see him come calling.

The knocking continued, got insistent. I swigged down the last of the Coke and
got up off the bed, set the empty on the dresser next to the three bottles I'd
drained watching the old gangster picture, which wasn’t bad at all considering its
age. That Robinson guy was a pro, you really had to respect him. But every fifteen
minutes two clowns came on and pitched used cars for half an hour, and each
time they came on I went out for a Coke. On my way to the door I opened my
suitcase on the stand and got out the automatic and held it behind me.

I’'d cleaned the gun and switched barrels on it since the afternoon; the silencer
was on and clean, too.



I slid the door open a crack and the son of a bitch stuck his foot in and with it
slid the glass panel hard open and came in fist-first, and it was a goddamn big
fist, the mother of all fists, half-filling my face as it struck. My feet went out from
under me and the automatic jumped out of my hand and tumbled under the bed—
but the guy hadn’t even seen the gun. By the time he was in the door and getting
his first look at me, I was on my ass.

My nose was bleeding, not broken but bleeding, and I was stunned. But I could
see that the guy’s hands were empty, so I didn’t dive for the automatic under the
bed. I wanted first to play the situation out, at least a few moment’s worth.

He was pretty big. Six-two, I’'d say, which put him four inches over my head,
and he was a solid two hundred pounds in a nicely cut tan business suit. He was
around forty, or forty-five, with a college fraternity face set under iron-gray short-
cropped hair that just missed being a butch. There were no lines on that face, not
a one, except where his brow was crinkling over close-set gray eyes that peered out
from behind—Christ, yes—dark-framed glasses. What the hell kind of material was
Broker sending out, these days?

I tried to wipe the blood away from my nose with my forearm, but more flowed
down to take its place, and the stuff was all over my suit. I was a mess. What was
the fucking deal? Sure, I gave Broker a bad time, but this sending out strong-arms
to hassle me was boon-dock thinking. I didn’t get it, I just didn’t. Broker and me
understood each other, didn’t we? He knew that hard time I gave him back at the
restaurant was to let him know I wouldn’t be pushed, didn’t he?

Then I realized I'd been on the floor five or ten seconds and the guy with glasses
hadn’t done a damn thing. He was just standing there, brow crinkled, teeth bared,
crouching like Tarzan or somebody waiting for his opponent to get up and fight
like a man. Good God, was that what he was waiting for? Well, fuck him. He could
come to me.

I'm no wrestler; I'm no boxer. I weigh a hundred fifty-five and I'm in good shape
but nothing spectacular. I've never liked hand-to-hand combat, and I've never
mastered any of its subtleties; and I don’t have a belt of any color in karate or
anything else. But I have an advantage over a lot of guys bigger and stronger than
me, when it comes down to a fight, and that’s my total lack of principles. When he
came over to me thinking the fight was over before it started, I kicked his balls up
inside him.

He started in rolling around on the floor, hands between his legs. I pulled his
coat down around his shoulders and knocked him cold on the first try. I gave him
a fast, thorough frisk. He was unarmed. His billfold had driver’s license, credit
cards and other identification, all in the name George Swanson, supposedly from
St. Paul, Minnesota.

What shit was this?

The phone rang while I was trying to figure it out I picked up the receiver and a
voice said, “George?” and I recognized the voice and figured it out and started to
laugh.

When I got through laughing, I set the receiver down on the nightstand, the
voice squeaking, “George? George!” and hauled George Swanson out into the
deserted hall, dumping him down a good ways from my door. Then I went back to



the room and picked up the receiver and said, “After what I did to your husband, I
don’t think he’ll be of much use to you for a day or two.”

I heard her take air in through her teeth, an angry hissing, a pissed-off snake.
In my mind’s eye I could see Helen Swanson, and her thin dark naked body, as
she said, “Bastard. Jesus Christ prick bastard.”

“Now, now.”

“You... you...” She sputtered on like that for a while, and there was a strange
tone to her voice. Confusion? Fear? Arousal?

“What’d I do, piss you off this afternoon somehow?” I asked the phone. “Or do
you do this to all of us? Sit out in your black bikini and sucker us in and then
later tell old George about it, so he can play defender of woman-hood.”

“I only tell him sometimes.” Now there was a smile in her voice. It was soft. She
was trying to be sexy. “I just tell him when somebody I like doesn’t appreciate me.”

“Hell, lady, I appreciate you. I really do. You’re something else.”

“l hope he didn’t hurt you.”

“No. Not at all. I enjoy getting punched in the nose.”

“I... I just told him you made a pass... I didn’t know he’d get rough.”

“You knew he’d get rough,” I said. “That’s what he always does, isn’t it? Tell me,
what’s he like when he comes back fresh from beating the hell out of one of your
ex-sweeties?”

“He’s beautiful,” she said. I could almost see the big fat self-indulgent grin she’d
have going. “He’s mean and he’s beautiful. It’s the only time I can stand him in
bed.”

“Well don’t expect much from him tonight.” Somebody was making noise in the
background.

“Someone’s at the door,” she whispered, in a quickinto-the-closet sort of voice.

“I wonder who it could be,” I said.

“Listen...” She laughed softly. “I'm naked right now. What do you think of that?”

“I think it figures.”

“After he... falls back asleep, I'll... come up to your room... okay? You owe me
that much.”

“You come upstairs I got a Coke bottle for you and that’s all.” I shook my head.
“Let him in, will you? He’s probably out there bleeding all over the hall. He could
use some help.”

I hung up.

I retrieved my automatic, switched on the TV again and found nothing going on
any of the stations, flicked the set off and stretched out on the bed to wait for the
Broker. Hell, I shouldn’t have underestimated Broker like that. Things weren’t
rough enough yet that he’d stoop to hiring a George Swanson.

I laughed again, but only for a moment. It wasn’t really funny, not at all.
Disgusting was more like it, the gopddamn bitch. But who was I to judge? Takes all
kinds to make a world.

Chapter 6



AT FOUR-FIFTEEN Broker came in by the hall entrance. He had company.
Without a word he and his friend found chairs and sat and faced me. I closed the
door and locked and night-latched it and went to the bed and sat where they
would have to turn their chairs to look at me. They did.

“Hello, Quarry,” Broker said.

“Broker.”

“This is Carl.”

This was Carl: a young kid, twenty or twenty-two, with short black serviceman
hair just starting to grow out, his complexion powder-white excepting a splotch-
circle of red on either cheek which gave him the look of a clown in minimal
makeup and was either natural rosiness or the boy was flushed. He was about the
size of George Swanson, but leaner and harder-muscled, or at least so I guessed:
His jaw was firm, eyes blue-gray. He was wearing a wine-color double-knit sports
jacket and gray slacks with a light yellow shirt and a deep yellow tie; I looked at
Broker in his gray double-knit suit and light pink shirt and deep pink tie and
made a wild guess about who picked out Carl’s clothes. The sports jacket did not
bulge from the gun under Carl’s left arm and I made a mental note to ask Broker
sometime who was his tailor.

Carl stood and said, “How are you doing, Quarry?”

There were two things wrong with Carl: one of them was the smell of youthful
anxiety that clung to him like dime-store perfume.

I pointed to his left leg, said, “Vietnam?”

He looked flustered, wondering how the hell I knew it was artificial, then
nodded. “Hand grenade, I was walking point.”

“I asked where, not how.”

Broker was one fine American, finding jobs for us boys back from overseas like
he did, and now here he was breaking in a handicapped veteran. The man
deserved a commendation from the VA or the President or some damn body.

Broker said, “You’re still in that foul mood, aren’t you?”

I said, “Give me a second and I'll get out the party hats.”

Carl sat back down and his cheeks weren’t red anymore. That was an
improvement.

“What is he supposed to be?” I said.

“He’s here with me.”

“Oh. Well that explains it.”

“Now look... how am I supposed to know what you’re up to? You’ve never acted
so damned irrationally, not in many years of what I always considered a good
working relationship. But you’re acting like a wild man, holding out materials
which you've been paid to deliver. Do you have any concept of the value of what
you’re keeping from me? At any rate, I thought it best to have a man along.”

“Why didn’t you bring one, then? But no, you drag in a twelve-year-old gimp,
who’s supposed to, what? Snap me in line? Beat me to death with his wooden
leg?” 1 checked Carl out of the corner of my eye to see if he reacted; he didn’t,
which was a sign of hope for the boy.

“Quarry, Quarry... let’s not fence.” The Broker smiled and the smile was a
crease in his face. “Please, I'm tired of fencing with you. After what we've been
through together, all of this bickering seems so childish.”



“Broker, will you quit acting like this is some goddamn company and I'm going
to get a gold watch and a pension after twenty-five years? Have you worked the
front office of the fertilizer plant for so long you don’t remember it’s shit you’re
selling?”

“You've been paid, Quarry. Don’t play with me.”

“If you come alone, I wouldn’t play. But you’re the one playing, Broker. And you
keep playing with me and I keep telling you I won'’t be played with.”

Broker looked at Carl and pointed at the door. “Wait outside, Carl.”

Carl made a face.

“Go on Carl,” he said. “Just out in the hall there will be fine.”

Carl got up. He walked to the door. He was pretty good on the leg. Whoever gave
him therapy knew what they were doing. I said, “Watch yourself going down steps,
kid,” and he was out the door, which he nearly—almost, but not quite—slammed.

“You’re a damned sadist,” Broker said.

“I'm no such thing,” I said.

“Riding a kid with one leg, my sweet God.”

“You’re the sadist,” I said, “hiring a kid with one leg. What’s the idea? Don’t
forget, hire the vet?”

“You saw him on it, he’s doing an outstanding job. He’s better on that artificial
limb than most men are with what nature gave them. And he’s in tip-top shape
otherwise, and he’s hard-nosed and handy with firearms. He’ll be a good man.”

“Doing what? What I do?”

“l don’t know yet. I'm grooming him. He’s one of the men I keep on the payroll
here in town. He’s one of two men presently guarding my home, and giving me
personal protection.”

“Well he may make a bodyguard,” I said, “but don’t send him out in the field.
Not if you want him to last a month, anyway.”

“Oh? Really?”

“Oh really. He may be hard-nosed, but he’s thin-skinned. You saw his hackles
rise when [ needled him, didn’t you?”

Broker shrugged. “Perhaps you have a point. I don’t know, I'll watch him. But I
still think he has promise.”

“You really think you’re doing the kid a favor,” I said, “giving him a job.”

“You don’t seem to think there’s anything wrong with this business.”

“There isn’t, not for me. I didn’t get into the trade because I lost a leg, either.”

“You lost a wife. Is that so different?”

“Yes. You can grow a new wife.”

“You haven'’t.”

I didn’t say anything. It was time for getting things out of the way. I dug into my
pocket and tossed him an envelope. The key to the locker was in it. Of course the
key to the other locker was elsewhere, tucked safely away for my own later use.

“What’s this?” Broker said.

I told him what it was, and what was in the locker the key opened.

“Christ almighty, you mean to tell me you left the stuff right there in the
airport?”

“Right there. In the airport.”



Broker got angry for a moment, said, “What if the police searched the lockers for
some reason? After the body was discovered, for example, or in the case of a bomb
threat.”

“Why, you thinking of calling one in?”

Broker wanted to stay mad, but saw it wouldn’t do any good. “I don’t know
about you, Quarry,” he said, like a father disappointed with junior’s grades.

I said, “You going to send Carl after the stuff? You and I can wait here.”

“I'll have to go myself.”

“Yourself? You're full of balls in your old age, Broker, what’s got into you?”

“I can trust myself.”

“And you can’t trust Carl? Broker, I'm ashamed of you. Talking that way about
a disabled veteran.”

“Go to hell, Quarry. I'm sending Carl up to keep you company. Any objections?”

Why bother? “No,” I said.

So Broker went out and Carl came in. He got settled back in his chair and sat
there and gave me a hard look, which he’d no doubt been practicing outside while
he thought about me and the remarks I'd made about him and his leg, or lack of
same.

Finally he let it out. He said, “What the hell you got against one-legged guys,
anyway?”

“Four of them got together and gangbanged my sister.”

“Aw eat shit, Quarry, can’t you answer straight just once?”

“I got nothing against one-legged guys,” I said. “It’s just you I can’t stand.”

“Oh, oh, really? And, and what’s wrong with me?”

“Don’t ask me for reasons. Don’t ever ask me for reasons.”

“l don’t think I ever met any bigger bastard than you, Quarry. You’re one big
fucking bastard.”

“Army teach you to talk that way? Really foul stuff like that? Shocking.”

“You just shut up.”

“What?”

“You shut up, I said.”

“Didn’t Broker tell you what I am?”

“He told me.”

“Then you ought to know better than to tell me to shut up.”

“I'll tell you again.”

“You tell me again and I'll come over there and feed you that wooden leg.”

His eyes got big. “It’s... not wooden. It’s not a wooden leg.”

“What the hell would you call it?”

“A prosthesis.”

“Whatever.”

“What... what the hell makes you hate me?”

“l didn’t say I hated you.”

“Oh? What then?”

“I said I couldn’t stand you.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Yeah.”

“Such as?”

4



“Such as I don’t waste energy hating you. But I can’t stand to look at you,
because youre an asshole, and I don’t like looking at assholes... now that’s all the
explanation you’re going to get, so leave it alone.”

He did. He got quiet and folded his hands in his lap and sat there thinking,
trying to understand what it was he did that made me want to give him so bad a
time. I didn’t know why myself. I just knew this kid was going to die and
somewhere in the back of my head, somewhere it seemed vaguely a waste.

But die he would. Like anybody who goes into it for any other reason than to
make money. There’s no room for revenge. No leeway for crusades. You can’t kill
people because you hated your daddy or because you saw mammy screwing the
milkman when you were five or because when you were six a bully took your
wagon away from you or because you want back the leg some other mindless idiot
blew off for some mindless idiotic nonreason. You last only if you don’t care. If you
care, if you have to care about something, care about money. Money and your ass.

Chapter 7

DAWN WAS POKING at the sky. I was standing at the glass door to the balcony,
drawing back the curtain and watching the colors of the sky change and reflect
and shimmer on the water of the pool below. I hoped I'd be able to get in another
swim before I left.

An hour or so had passed and Carl and I had stopped trying to make
conversation. It got to the point where either we’d have to get friendly or keep
quiet, and I wasn’t about to get friendly. The air was so heavy with mutual
hostility I was almost relieved when the single, soft knock came at the hall
entrance. I went to the dresser and got open the drawer where I'd stashed the
nine-millimeter automatic and took it out and Carl’s eyes flickered. I walked to the
door, the gun behind me.

Broker came in and with one quick motion dismissed Carl, who was only too
glad to go. I put the automatic away and sat on the bed. Broker selected a chair
and brought it up close to where I sat. He took off his suitcoat and folded it across
his lap, folded his hands. He looked at me. He looked at me hard, his eyes moving
toward the center of his face, all but crossing.

“Well, Quarry?”

“Well, Broker.”

“That was all.”

“You asking or telling or what?”

“The one bag. Was that all?”

“Of course it was all.”

“There should have been more.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“How much more should there have been, Broker?”

“Another bag.”

“Oh?”



“Another bag of the same size.”

“There was only the one.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Positive?”

“How many times do I have to answer the same question, Broker?”

“Until I believe you, Quarry.”

“There was one bag. One bag, Broker. I won’t fool with that stuff, you know that,
don’t you?”

“I thought I did. Where did he keep it?”

“Well, I had to search him. He claimed he shipped the stuff out by some other
route. Said he didn’t have any of it on him. But I shook him down and found that
bag in the lining of his coat.”

“Some other route. Did he say what route?”

“No. When he said that, I didn’t pursue it. I thought he was bullshitting. And
when I found the bag on him, I was convinced.”

“Do you remember what it was he said?”

“No.”

“What did he say, exactly?”

“l don’t remember, exactly.”

“Quarry... are you being straight with me? Can I trust you you’re telling the
truth?”

“You'll have to.”

“If you’re lying, I can get it out of you.”

“If I'm lying, you can’t, Carl can’t, and nobody you know can.”

He thought that over. A tic got going, gently, under his left eye; he touched his
mustache. He decided what I said was true; he decided Quarry was so tough no
man alive could make him talk. Wrong. There are guys so fucking mean they could
look at me and I'd tell them whatever they wanted to know. But Broker didn’t
know that, so it didn’t matter.

“Broker,” I said, “I've been working through you for, what, now? Five years?
Have I ever tried to pull one single damn thing on you?”

Broker shook his head no.

“And,” I said, “haven’t I told you I didn’t want to be involved in any part of
anything except this one thing I do? Just my one thing. We've talked about that
several times. Few hours ago, at that restaurant, for instance.”

Broker nodded.

“So what do you think?” I said.

Broker hesitated. Then he touched his hands to his knees and said, “I think we
ought to forget this matter.”

“Good.”

“I think we ought to forget this matter and get on to something, else.”

“Good.”

Broker seemed to relax; the tic was gone; he touched his mustache again, but in
a different way. He said, “This afternoon, at the airport, was a rather hastily
conceived affair. You were, of course, called in for another purpose entirely. But
with you available, I felt it less than prudent to use someone local, like Carl, who



wouldn’t have been able to perform in the professional manner I can depend upon
you to employ.”

“Thanks for the orchids,” I said. “Now what about the assignment yon had in
mind before the sidetrack?”

Broker nodded and said, “Your associate is already doing preliminary work.”

“Boyd’s there already?”

“Yes. Mr. Boyd has been on the scene for a week. You can join him tomorrow
afternoon . . .” Broker glanced at his watch. “Rather, I should say, this afternoon.”

“He’s not somewhere here in the Cities, is he?”

“No. One hit this close to home... my home, that is... is dangerous enough, let
alone two. But you will be closer than perhaps is best. Thirty miles from here,
small town of twenty or twenty-two thousand, on the lowa side.”

“Port City?” I asked.

“Yes. You know it?”

“Been through it. Wouldn'’t say I know it. Just another river town, little smaller,
little older than some I worked.”

“A very simple assignment, really. You’ll need three, four days at most.”

“Fine.”

Broker unfolded his suitcoat and got an envelope out from a side pocket and
handed it to me. “There’s a piece of paper in there, with a phone number on it.”

I took the envelope and folded it and stuck it in my shirt pocket. “Boyd’s
number?”

Broker nodded.

“Motel or hotel or what?”

“Phone rings where he’s doing surveillance. He'll be there most of the time.”

“A phone at a lookout? Sounds like an unusual situation.”

“It is. It’s a dream situation for you, Quarry, like a vacation with pay.”

“Work isn’t my idea of a vacation, and neither is Port City.”

“Busman’s holiday, then.” Broker got up and into his suitcoat, smoothing it with
his palms and saying, “Sorry we had so much trouble with that other matter.”

“All is forgiven, Broker.”

“I'm sorry if you found your task today offensive. I'll keep that in mind and avoid
giving you any such activities in the future.”

“Good.”

“Enjoy your stay in Port City.”

“l don’t enjoy my work, Broker. I just do it.”

Broker smiled. “And you do it well, Quarry. I appreciate that. You didn’t even
bother asking how much this one’s going to pay.”

“Doesn’t matter. I'm sure you've told Boyd all that. It’ll give us something to talk
about.”

Broker walked to the door. “Quarry.”

“Yes?”

“Let me ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“Why does it bother you so much, my hiring Carl?”

“Doesn’t bother me at all,” I said.



He shook his head, shrugged and opened the door, where Carl was outside
waiting. The kid glanced at me and I gave him the peace sign and shut the door on
them.

Chapter 8

I LEFT THE Quad Cities at three-thirty that afternoon. I drove down the Illinois
side, along a moderately traveled road bordered by lush farmland, busy with
harvesters; an occasional cluster of trees bent over green and graceful in the less
than gentle afternoon breeze, like oversize, out-of-shape ballet dancers trying in
vain to touch distant toes.

I crossed the suspension bridge over the Mississippi River—though it was more
suspense than suspension, as it was a rickety, narrow, mostly wooden old thing
that had to date back to horse-and-buggy days—and found myself in the heart of
Port City’s business district. I set aside an hour and started driving, aimlessly
guiding my gray rental Ford over and around Port City; when the hour was up I
felt for a stranger I knew the little town pretty good, and why not? It was the same
as a thousand other small towns. Not unlike the one I grew up in.

Port City was two hills with a downtown in between, with growths extending
from each corner of the city, one to the north a prosperous shopping-center
boomtown, one to the south a slum-ridden embarrassment to the Chamber of
Commerce. The latter section of the city was in fact called South End, and only by
small-town Midwestern standards could it be classified a slum; in big cities used
to ghettos and such, South End would’ve been a residential neighborhood. From a
Port City point of view, it was a clapboard eyesore, saved only by the beginnings of
commercial growth at the town’s southernmost tip.

East Hill ran mostly to aging but still distinguished- looking brick and/or
wooden two-stories, and was very much middle class, while West Hill had
apparently once been the home of the elite, and no doubt still was to some extent;
while the young rich might choose to move into one of the classier of the housing
additions dotting the northwest edge of town, the older guard would probably be
content to remain in the elegant near-mansions of West Hill, old nineteenth-
century beauties full of character, many of the best ones overlooking the bend of
the river Port City was situated along.

The downtown, in the valley of the two hills, bordered on either side by factories,
was more death rattle than business district; ancient buildings wore shiny new
front-of-the-store bottom-floor facades, like terribly old men boasting terribly new
false teeth. This collective face-lift was undoubtedly inspired by the shopping mall
on the north end of town, where East Hill exploded into franchise restaurants and
gas stations and motels and auto dealerships.

There was a building downtown, on a corner across from two churches and the
post office, that looked like a prefab grammar school got out of hand. It was the
YMCA. Next to the sterile, dull Y, extending down to the other corner, was a huge
gothic brick-and-stone building with a long stone stairway that in three tiers led
up to archway doors: the city library. It was being torn down. A guy inside the cab



of a metal monster was smacking a big black steel ball into the building’s side,
and there was a crunching groan of a sound each time the ball hit. Some people
were standing around watching, leaning up against a fence that squared in the
work area; a billboard just back of the fence, over to the left, showed a drawing of
the projected new library, which looked to be a twin of its YMCA neighbor, but
bigger and pointlessly angular, some computer’s idea of design. Most of the people
had neutral looks on their faces, others looked vaguely pissed off. One longhaired
kid flipped the bird to the guy working the ball. Stupid. If you want to finger
somebody, I thought, finger the asshole who ordered the place torn down; say fuck
you to the asshole who shoved a new library down the town’s throat, the city
manager whose brother-in-law runs a cement factory, or the empire-building
librarian who’ll get a better job somewhere else because he got Port City a new
library, or the alderman whose firm did the electrical work, or whatever bureau-
cratic bastards cause the trouble here. Not the guy working the ball.

I parked in front of the Y and went in. The outside of the building was light-
brown brick and the reception area was more of the same, but with blue metal
trim and white ceiling tile trimmed with black metal. The atmosphere was homey,
like a reformatory remodeled by a contractor who wanted more money than he was
getting. I knew the pool must be close by because the air was full of chlorine and
little kids with suits wrapped in towels were scooting around bumping into things
and each other. A three-walled fortress of a desk enclosed and protected an office,
which had a windowless door, shut. Standing behind the desk, leaning on the
counter reading Zap Comix, was a skinny, younger-than-middle-aged guy with
white shoulder-length hair and matching bushy beard, though the mustache was
black and so were the eyebrows and streaks of black were elsewhere in his hair.
He was wearing a long-sleeve lumberjack plaid shirt, and both shirt and beard
seemed out of place in summer, but then maybe he stayed in where it was air-
conditioned most of the time Now I knew what Gabby Hayes must have looked like
as a young man, something I hadn’t been dying to find out.

I said, “I’'m going to be in town for a few days. Do you have a room for me?”

The bushy head wagged affirmative. By looking real close at the young old man I
could see he was enjoying the comic: his eyes had crinkles at the corners and the
mustache was turning up at the ends.

“Can I use the pool while I stay here?”

“You mean for swimming?” he said, finally looking up at me but still not really
listening.

“No,” I said. “In case I wake up thirsty in the middle of the night.”

“Sure, man, you can use the pool.” He looked back down at the comic, then
continued: “Course you’ll have to work yourself around our schedule. Afternoon
swim classes and Saturday morning swim classes, and Businessman’s Swim
Wednesday night, and Thursday night Family Night.”

I wondered what threat I might pose to Family Night, but let it pass. “How much
in advance?”

“One day’s worth. Four.”

I gave him five and he gave me change. He had me sign a name in a book and
he got a key for me from a board which was stuck up against the wall next to the



office door. “Room’s upstairs,” he said, and he pointed, looking back down at the
Zap. 1 followed his finger to the stairway at the end of the hall.

Up on the dorm floor, I found a pay phone next to a Coke machine. I used both.
Sipping at the can of Coke, I dialed the number Broker had given me.

“..yes?”

The hesitant voice was Boyd’s.

“I'm in town.”

“Hey, Quarry. Good enough.”

“How’s it going?”

“Smooth. Remember St. Louis?”

“Yeah.”

“That smooth. Smoother than that.”

“Where are you?”

“You know this town at all?”

“l drove around a while.”

“Remember seeing a dump called Binelli’s?”

“A cigar store?”

“Yeah, with a bar in it.”

“Taco joint across the street?”

“That’s the one. It’s the building next to Binelli’s. An old chiro’s got an office on
the bottom floor. I'm up on the third.”

“Front or back entrance?”

“There’s a front way in, but come around the alley way. There’s a wooden
stairway comes right up to the back door.”

“You need me immediately or anything?”

“Not really.”

“Let me get settled then. Maybe catch an hour or two of sleep. Look for me
round seven, okay?”

“Okay. Hey, Quarry?”

“What.”

“You like tacos?”

“Not especially.”

“Pick some up before you come up.”

“Oh Christ.”

“Ah come on, I been smelling that taco smell till I could go crazy. Come on and
pick up a couple orders, goddamnit. I'm sick of eating my own cooking.”

“You got a place to cook there?”

“Sure. I'm staying right here, too. There’s room for you, Quarry. I suppose you’re
staying at the Y, Jesus.”

“What’re you doing, sleeping on the floor?”

“You know me better than that. There’s twin beds here.”

“Twin beds? And you’re cooking? What the hell kind of lookout is that?”

“Come see.”

“Okay. Seven.”

“Seven. Tacos, Quarry?”

“We'll see.”



I hung up and finished off the can of Coke and dumped it in a trash can. Then I
went down to my room, which was small and clean and new but about the size of
a closet; the floor was scuff-marked tile, and the furniture—what there was of it—
was that kind of wood that looks like plastic. I unpacked, put my stuff in the
dresser, except for the nine-millimeter, which with a few other odds and ends I left
locked in my briefcase and shoved under the bed: I set my little travel alarm for an
hour and got settled down for a nap. When the alarm went off, I'd go down and see
if the pool was free. After my swim I'd join Boyd.

Chapter 9

BOYD WAS HOMOSEXUAL. I figured I better tell you right off, rather than
sneak up on it. Queer as a three-dollar bill, but he never tried anything with me,
so I didn’t give a damn. His life was his.

I couldn’t help but wonder whether or not Broker knew about Boyd’s sex
leaning when he teamed him up with me. Later, when I told Broker about Boyd, he
acted surprised and asked me did I want somebody different to work with and I
said no thanks, Boyd’s different enough as it is. After I gave it some further
thought, I realized Broker had to be playing dumb—which was typical of him—
since his research into each man he took on was nothing short of phenomenal.
Somehow he figured I wouldn’t mind Boyd, whereas some- body else would. He
was right. Boyd could sleep with sheep if he had a mind to, so long as he didn’t
fuck me or the job.

From the first I had suspicions about that side of him, and they must've
showed, because before long Boyd came right out and told me. But he said not to
worry, though, said he was “married” and didn’t do any playing around. Out of
bits and pieces of what he said over the years, I came to know that his “wife” was a
gay hairdresser he lived with somewhere back east.

Boyd was a pro, and his sex life he didn’t let interfere with business. Sure, I had
thoughts about the sexual implications of his being in this line of work; the idea of
a bullet entering a man’s body being a kind of symbol for penetration, sexually
speaking I mean. Which is Freudian bullshit. For one thing, Boyd was as cold as I
was about the actual carrying out of an assignment; he took no pleasure from his
work, or at least revealed no overt signs of emotion. For another thing, he
preferred back-up position, which generally entailed no actual violence
whatsoever. The back-up does the watching, gets the mark’s schedule down pat
and then covers while somebody like me does the actual job. Every fourth
assignment, Boyd would take the active role as hitman and I'd take over in the
passive back-up position, so he could keep his hand in, should our team get split
and he have to go with another partner.

The funny thing is you’d never know from looking at him he was that way. You
couldn’t tell from his personality, either, unless you paid real close attention. He
was a little guy, five-six or so, but broad-shouldered and solid-built, his features
on the rough side, including a nose that had been broken a couple times in this
barroom brawl and that one, and a flat, scarred face that looked to have seen its



share of problems. His hair was thick and brown and curly, and his mustache and
eyebrows were bushy, his eyes a gunmetal black with a hard cast to them. His
eyelashes were the only remotely feminine thing about him, being long and heavy,
but they seemed to add to an overall darkly handsome, rugged-hewn quality that
made broads want to climb in his pants.

Which is one of the ways I got tipped to realizing he was that way. Several times
we were in bars and good-looking chicks’d snuggle up to him—not hard-faced
hookers, either, but nice stuff. He’d act cold. Not just cold, but repulsed. And this
was back when Broker first got the two of us together, so we could talk and get to
know each other and discuss how we’d handle the team-up, should we agree to it.
So these were almost social occasions, when he was turning his nose up at this
playmate material. Had he acted that way later on, on the job, I'd have thought
nothing of it; some guys could very naturally want to stay away from sex on a job.
I'm not one of them, but I can understand it. Boxers have been known to make
like priests for a month or two before a big fight. Personally I find a piece of ass,
while I'm waiting in some town to do my number, helps drain off some of the
tension that builds up in me, below the surface.

Boyd and I got along well. He was easy to get along with, very undemanding.
Really was kind of a bland guy, ordinary in every way. The kind of guy who follows
his favorite team and gets upset when they lose a game. The kind of guy who
always asks for Budweiser. The kind of guy who wears a lumpy brown suit from
off the rack and then tries to jazz it up a little with a colorful tie, in last year’s
width.

But I respected him because he did his job well. He felt the same about me. He
was a very good lookout, because he seemed to have a natural streak of Peeping
Tom in him that I just don’t have. I get bored in the back-up position. Stake-out
shit puts me to sleep, and consequently I tend to miss things, which is dangerous.
And Boyd could tail a man, even in a small town like Port City, without having his
presence felt one iota. I guess it’s his size, since his looks would seem distinctive
enough to attract attention. Of course I'm not particularly big, either, but then
tailing somebody is a job for a sneak, which I'm not, and a patient man, which I'm
also not. Boyd was not only patient, but a born sneak. It was a pleasure working
with him.

However.

On our last job, a couple months back, he’d been way below par. I had a hunch
his “marriage” was on the rocks, from little between-the-lines things I could read
in what he said. He drank while on lookout, for one thing. He didn’t get plastered
or anything, but even sipping along a beer, especially beer after beer, can dull your
senses. And your senses got to be keen when you’re working back-up, for Christ’s
sake.

I didn’t like it. I wasn’t afraid he was going to make a pass at me or something—
it wasn’t that. I was afraid he was going to make a mistake. Some half-ass mistake
that would kill us both.

When I came up to my room after my swim and got dressed, I was thinking
about Boyd, and how he’d been acting. He sounded normal enough on the phone,
but that half-ass edge was in his voice. Somehow I knew this would have to be my
last job with Boyd.



But first I'd have to get this job—whatever the hell it was—out of the way. And
right now I had to go out and pick up some fucking tacos.

Chapter 10

I CLIMBED THE wooden steps and stopped on the second floor landing to
glance inside: nothing, the apartment below Boyd was vacant. That was good. I
went on up to the next landing and tried Boyd’s door. Unlocked. That was not so
good. I locked the door behind me and walked easily, quietly through the dark
apartment, which was three large rooms laid out in a row, like a boxcar: kitchen,
bedroom, living room. The place was furnished modestly but well, with a distinctly
feminine flair in the colors and even the faintly perfumy smell everything had,
especially the bedroom. The walls were pink stucco and the floors were carpeted. A
nice, well-above-average apartment, that looked lived in.

I found Boyd in the living room sitting to the side of double windows that looked
out onto the street. The neons and such out there kept the room semilit. He was
leaned against the wall, the trunk of his body twisted so it faced me, his head
turned so he could peer from out the corner of the window; if I sat that way I'd get
a crick in my neck that would take that chiro downstairs a month to rid me of, but
Boyd always sat that way when he was watching, one pillow between his back and
the wall, another snuggled under his butt. At his feet was a paperback folded
open, cover-side up, next to a can of beer; the paperback was called Twilight Love
and the beer was Budweiser. He was wearing floppy brown slacks and a yellow
short-sleeve shirt with a green tie and he needed a haircut. I tossed the sack of
tacos at him.

He jumped. He couldn’t have jumped higher if I goosed him. Which was
something I wasn’t about to do, considering how he was liable to take it. “Shit!
Shit!” he said. “Quarry.”

“You dumb asshole,” I said. “What in hell was that back door doing unlocked?”

His face got squinched up, but before irritation could climb out of him, his nose
got scent of the tacos and he smiled. He reached down and picked up the bag and
opened it and peeked in and said, “Hey, Quarry, you’re all right. You brought the
tacos. Hey.”

“Hey. I brought the tacos. Now what about the damn door?”

He made a farting sound with his lips. “Who else is going to show but you,
Quarry? I just unlocked the door about five minutes ago. No sweat.”

“I’'m worried about you, Boyd.”

“Aw, can it.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be watching out that window?”

“Hey, who appointed you foreman all of the goddamn sudden?”

“Don’t push me, Boyd.”

The irritation came back and got out: “Bullshit! I been cooped up watching a
whole goddamn week, you break your ass watching for a while.”

“So that’s your trick: you watch with your ass.”

“Oh fuck you. I'm going out to the kitchen and eat my tacos.”



“Do that.”

“T will.”

“But before you do, maybe you might tell me who I'm supposed to be watching.”

“Oh. Sure. Little ginky guy, about five-eight.”

“Three inches taller than you, you mean.”

“God, you’re a fucker.”

“Never mind that. Tell me some more about him.”

“What more? That’s it, just a gink, and a blind gink at that, always wears tinted
glasses. Usually wears gray slacks and a cardigan sweater.”

“A cardigan sweater? In the summer?”

“Yeah. It’s got those diamond-shape type of patterns on it, in shades of gray.
Damn thing looks like a big argyle sock.” Boyd snickered.

“Shit, it’s eighty degrees out there.”

“Naw, it’s cool tonight, but this guy leaves the sweater on even when it’s hot. It
was up to ninety two days ago and he still had the sweater on.”

“Sounds like an oddball.”

“Believe me, we’re doing the world a favor on this one.”

“Is it his apartment you’re watching, or what?”

“Yeah. The building right across from us, but down a floor. There’s a do-it-
yourself laundry below him and another apartment, empty, above him.”

I went over to the window, standing to the side against the wall. I looked out.
This was a weird commercial district, kind of off to one side of the downtown, on
one of the streets running perpendicular to the river and just on the border of a
dip where factories and plants took over down to the edge of the slope of East Hill.
On the corner, to the right, was a fancy drugstore, taking up a quarter of the
block, its tall display windows full of expensive gift-shop-type items. Next to it was
an incongruously sleazy bar, and then the VFW hall, and another bar, and the
taco joint, and the laundry, and a coin wash.

I said, “The second floor, there? Where the light is on and kind of yellowish?”

“Yeah. His eyes are bad, wears tinted glasses remember, and near as I can tell
all the light bulbs in his apartment are yellow like that.”

“You feel you got his pattern down pretty good?”

Boyd nodded, confident. “He won’t be coming out again tonight, until quarter to
nine. Then he walks down to that drugstore and has a soda at their fountain. Or
at least that’s what he had the two times I followed him in and watched him up
close.”

“A soda.”

“Yeah. Thank God I got a refrigerator full of beer here, or I'd go nuts walking by
a bar to go into a drugstore for a soda.” Thinking of it, Boyd came over and leaned
down and got his can of Bud, then, as an afterthought, picked up his paperback
as well He said, “You go ahead and watch a while. Yell if he starts to leave or
something.”

I sat down. No need to play contortionist like Boyd: it would be easy watching
from here, since this window on the third floor was well above street eye-level, and
safely above second-floor level.

“Quarry?”

“Are you still in here?”



“It’s... good to see you.”

“Is it.”

“You'’re pissed off, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“What’re you pissed off about?”

“Nothing.”

“You think I let you down last time, don’t you?”

“You didn’t let me down.”

“You think I did. You think I didn’t watch that guy in Toledo as close as I
could’ve. You think if I'd done my part you wouldn’t almost’ve got seen leaving
when those people showed at the place next door.”

“We been all over that.”

“Have we?”

“We have.”

“I'm telling you, Quarry, you can watch a mark for a week, two weeks, and you
can get his life down fairly well, but there’s always going to be a joker or two turn
up in the deck, you know? Hell you could watch a year and stuff could still crop
up. The unexpected, right? You got to expect it.”

“Your tacos are getting cold.”

“Okay. How much do I owe you?”

“For what?”

“The tacos.”

“Christ!”

“Okay, okay.” He trudged out of the room.

I turned away as he did and watched. A shadow slowly shuffled across the
yellow window across the way. Then nothing. I watched.

Chapter 11

THE YELLOW WINDOW went black.

“Just turned out the lights, didn’t he?”

I cocked my head and looked at Boyd. He was glancing at his wristwatch and he
had a wiggly little grin going under his curly brown mustache. He was showing off:
from where he was, stretched out on the davenport against the wall behind me,
sipping his latest Budweiser, he couldn’t see the window that had just gone dark.
But he wanted me to know what a swell job he was doing, how perfect he knew the
mark’s pattern. How just checking the time he could tell me what the mark was
doing. I could almost feel on my own face the heat from his semidrunken glow.

“Yeah,” I said, turning back around, keeping my back to Boyd, keeping up my
vigil.

“You might as well not bother watching anymore.”

“Oh?”

“The lights won’t be on again. He won’t be going out again either. He’s got a
clock built in him, this gink does. And a boring damn clock it is.”



I looked at Boyd. I sat and leaned my shoulders against the wall and folded my
arms and said, slowly, “Maybe you been at this too long.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re getting sloppy.” I glanced back out the window, making a
pretense of keeping up my watch on the apartment across the way, just to let
Boyd know I didn’t trust his judgment anymore.

“Aw bullshit, Quarry. Bullshit. You’re the one’s been in it too long. You’re getting
old and paranoid.”

“I'm getting old? Christ, you got fifteen fucking years on me, Boyd.”

“Age is a state of mind.”

“Is it.”

“It sure as hell is. Take the mark over there,” he said, gesturing toward the
window, “he was a hundred years old the day he was born. He’s supposed to be
thirty-five but he walks around stooped over and shambles along with his head
down like he’s looking for a hole to curl up and die in. He isn’t a man, he’s a
tombstone walking around.”

When he said that it was all I could do to keep from laughing. Because as he
spoke he was sprawled out on the davenport, hanging loosely over its edge, like a
cadaver somebody was playing a morbid ventriloquist’s joke with.

I said, “Maybe it’s time you told me something about him.”

Boyd nodded, sat up a little. “He’s thirty-five or so, like I said. No wife. No
friends I seen so far. No social life whatever. Works ungodly hours, about half-
time, at a plant in the part of this town they call South End.”

“What kind of plant?”

“Something to do with food. He goes there at five in the morning and gets out
round ten. He spends the rest of his day walking around the downtown.”

“Every day?”

“Yeah. And don’t think I've enjoyed getting up at four-thirty A.M. like that gink
over there. Shit.”

“What does he do in the afternoon, exactly? When he walks around downtown.”

“Oh, he’s got his little daily routine. He goes to Woolworth’s after work for his
lunch. It’s about eleven when he gets there, and he beats the noon rush that way,
and has the waitresses to himself. He likes to pester them, in a gentle kind of way.
They laugh at him behind his back but treat him pretty decent to his face. After
that he walks from Woolworth’s to the Baskin-Robbins ice cream shop out at the
Port City Mall.”

“The shopping center, you mean?”

“Right.”

“Christ, that’s some walk.”

“Tell me about it. Anyway, he goes there and has a banana split, even though
there’s a chubby kid behind the counter who cracks up laughing every time he
walks in. But he doesn’t seem to notice, or mind anyway. When he’s through he
walks back downtown. By that time it’s two-thirty. He goes to a place called
Hermann'’s, which is sort of a drugstore but no prescriptions. But everything else a
drugstore has, from Tampax to comic books. And a fountain, where he sits and
has a Coke and bothers the waitresses, who put up with him. He spends an hour
there, so at three-thirty he sets out for the hospital, where he has a piece of pie at



the hospital lunch counter. He enjoys himself there because the help changes
every day as it’s local housewives doing volunteer work for a hospital auxiliary and
so he’s treated pretty nice by them, since they’re public-service-minded and don’t
have to see him day after day, like the other waitresses he comes up against. At
four-fifteen he starts walking back downtown and ends up at the Port City Journal,
where he buys a paper fresh off the presses from the coin machine out front. By
four-thirty he’s back to his apartment where he goes up to read his paper or jack
off or whatever. Anyway, he comes back out at six-thirty and here’s where his day
gets exciting: he chooses, at random, what restaurant he’s going to eat his supper
at. At random means one of four places, but I'll give him credit for breaking
pattern here, as in the week I been on his ass he’s jumped around irregular
between the four.”

“What about Sunday?”

“Well, I'm only going by one Sunday, mind you, but I'd guess it’s typical for him.
He goes to the Methodist church and sits in a back pew. He wears a gray sportcoat
and brown pants. He goes to the drugstore there on the corner and has a soda and
buys the Chicago Tribune and the Des Moines Register. He disappears into his
apartment until three, when he walks out to the park to watch the Little League
game at four. When that’s over he starts walking down to the stadium in South
End... another nice walk... where he watches the local semipro team play a game
at eight o’clock. For supper he has a hot dog at the stadium stand. And I use the
word stadium loosely.”

I scratched my head. “He always walks?”

“Unless somebody offers him a ride. Which is rare.”

“Maybe he likes to walk.”

“Maybe. Anyway he doesn’t own a car.”

“What do you suppose he does at that plant?”

“Not sure, but it’s something in the line of janitorial work or clean-up or
something. He’s there in between shifts. A group works till five when he shows,
and another comes in at ten when he leaves. Since it’s food preparation, maybe he
cleans the big basins or whatever. I didn’t find a way to check the place out too
close.”

“Is that a big plant he works at?”

“Not particularly. One-story building, kind of medium- size. About twenty on
each shift, by the way.”

“l don’t get this.”

“Neither do I.”

“Who’d want to kill a nothing like this guy? Why erase a zero?”

“Ours is not to reason why.”

That was the first sensible thing Boyd had said lately and almost restored my
faith in him. Almost.

I said, “You’re right, it’s none of our business who hired us and why. Maybe all
the waitresses this guy bugs got together and put out a contract on him, who
knows? It’s not our concern. But...”

“But?”



“But this whole set-up is fucked over. Like this place... what are you doing at a
lookout where you’re cooking meals and sleeping? What are you doing inside a
furnished apartment, obviously lived in, like this one?”

“Who knows? Who cares? All I know is Broker gave me the address and a key to
the back door. He didn’t give me any explanation, except that it was entirely safe.
He said I was to say I was subletting the apartment from...” He thought. “...well I
don’t remember the name offhand, but I got it written down somewhere. Carol
something, I think it was.”

Bad. Christ, Boyd was getting bad.

“Anyway, Broker said the owner of the building, and the broad I'm supposedly
subletting it from, would cover for me should anybody official ask. In the
meantime, naturally, I'd leave town at once and we’d scratch the hit.”

“Does anybody know you’re here?”

“Not really.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well Broker knows, and I assume whoever hired us knows.”

Standard Operating Procedure was that the identity of our employer not be
known to us. There were many reasons for that, most of them obvious, most
providing various kinds of protection for the employer. But it also meant that we
knew nothing of the motivation behind our action.

Another part of S.O.P. was that Broker—the middleman our employer
contacted—received a twenty-five per cent down payment, which was his share of
the fee; later, at a designated drop point, we would pick up the balance. But only
after a lookout had had time to survey the situation and decide whether or not all
systems were go. Should Boyd, for example, stake-out a mark and decide the job
was either impossible or just too damn risky, we would back out and Broker
would return all but a minimal fee for his and our time. Once Boyd, or someone
like him, gave the go-ahead for the hit, a day would be set and the employer
contacted, one way or another, and the rest of the payment made. Prior to the
actual carrying out of the assignment. Cash up front or no hit. This was my policy,
at least. Mine and Boyd’s.

“Listen,” I said, “is the drop all set for our money?”

“It sure is.”

“Where?”

“It’ll be in a garbage can right out back of this place, the day we make our
move.”

“Is the exact day already set?”

“Yes. I called in today.”

“Don’t you think you should have waited for me? So we could've decided
together, like usual?”

“Aw piss, this was so cut-and-dry, Quarry. Come on. Besides, I told Broker if
you had other feelings I'd call him back and tell him about change of plans, if any.
You and I'll decide that.”

“All right,” I said “But somehow I don'’t like the smell of this thing, or the feel of
it or something.”

“You’re paranoid.”



He looked very young right then, the curly head of hair and eyebrows and
mustache pasted on, like a kid dressing up like an adult for Halloween.

I said, “Let me tell you something, Boyd.”

“What?”

“Something’s changed with you. I don’t know what it is. Your personal life
maybe. I don’t know. But unless you get back to normal... by which I mean your
normal efficient self... you and I, Boyd, we’re getting a divorce.”

Boyd sat up. Even in the dark I could see his face had gone white.

“We been together a long time, Quarry.”

“l know,” I said. “Maybe too long.”

Chapter 12

BUNNY’S WAS A bar and restaurant on the outskirts of South End, with a pizza
place on one side and a Laundromat on the other, neighbors distant as well as
disparate, as between them the three took up land enough for a block and a half of
town. The businesses down there on the fringes of Port City were clean and mostly
recent-built, and Bunny’s was no exception: a handsome darkwood single- story
building, perched on a little hilly lawn with an almost absurdly large parking lot
surrounding it. Long smoke- color windows fronted the street with not a solitary
plastic beer sign in sight, and on both sides of the building, spotlight-lit and
painted in big blue block letters, was the word Bunny’s.

It was approaching eleven-thirty when I pulled into the lot which had seemed
oversize to me when I drove by that afternoon but right now was jampacked. I had
no easy time finding a parking place and settled for one a good walk from the door
and counted myself lucky. As I neared the building I heard rock music faintly and
then the door opened and as some people came out so did the music, loud but not
too loud and well-played by a live combo of drum-bass-guitar.

I was relieved to hear rock rather than country western, and not from my being
a supporter or detractor of either cause, but because my experience has been that
rock bars run to fewer fights than country western. I don’t really know why. It
almost seems the more violent the music, the less violent the crowd. And with the
rock bar’s younger patrons you’ll sometimes find a moderate amount of parking lot
pot-smoking going on which can make for a scattering of sleepy happy people who
seem to spread gentle, passive vibrations through a crowd; in a country bar a
similar scattering of drunken unhappy people can send a wave of irritation
through a crowd that can result in anything from a scuffle to a brawl.

Which was why when I'd driven around town this afternoon, I kept my eyes
open for a place like Bunny’s. A place where I could sit and drink and get quietly
drunk and maybe pick up some broad who didn’t have hair sprayed into a style
that died in 1961 everywhere else but Iowa.

Wouldn’t have done to choose too high class a bar, either, like the hotel cocktail
lounge or something of that sort. Too much chance I could get cornered by some
Port City V.I.P. who might get friendly about why-ya-in-town and what-business-



ya-in, or worse yet, some Chamber of Commerce smiler full of talk/shit. None of
that would do. I wanted to be invisible.

Like my mark was invisible. Like Albert Leroy. That was his name, the mark.
Albert Leroy. The man who wore a gray sweater in the summer and got his rocks
off watching a Little League ballgame at the park and drinking a soda at the
drugstore.

It didn’t make sense, it didn’t make fucking sense. Invisible people nobody
wants to kill. Sometimes—Ilike in my case—you get invisible because you want
nobody to notice you. But other guys are born that way. Other guys the doctors
yank from the womb and can’t see an ass to slap.

This was working on my mind as I walked into Bunny’s. This and the way Boyd
was acting, the little things out on the edges of the way Boyd was behaving, the
little things out on the borders of the job that made no logical sense.

But sometimes there isn’t anything you can do about a situation. Except forget
about it. And go out and get drunk. Or laid. Or both. And hopefully that was what
I’'d get done at Bunny’s.

Bunny’s was two establishments masquerading as one. Two very different dens
of iniquity shared a common roof and served two crowds who peacefully coexisted,
thanks to having the bar half in the front of the building, where everything was
smoky windows and rock music and laughter and noise, and the quiet cocktail
lounge-restaurant area in the back half, separated by a little anteroom that
housed joint toilet facilities for both worlds and kept the loudness of the bar out of
the lounge and included a side entry for those who wished to totally avoid
exposure to the rougher element.

But my first impression was of the bar section, which served that younger,
wilder set, with the rock band playing against the wall to my left on a postage-
stamp platform in front of a postage-stamp dance floor that was full of moving
bodies, with chairs and tiny tables and people all bunched close in listening to the
combo and swilling down beer. Everyone was dressed casually, almost sloppy in a
careless, campus sort of way, blue jeans everywhere you looked, and the only
person in the room who didn’t fit the college-age, college-look was the blonde.

The blonde was sitting in the corner, with a table to herself next to the stage,
her eyes on the drummer of the rock combo. She’d been given more breathing
room than anyone else around, perhaps out of respect to her beauty. Turned-up
nose, flashing white teeth, long-lashed big blue eyes. Hair white blond and
patently unreal but beautiful in a plastic sort of way. Stacked but petite. The best
overall-one-word description for her was “cute,” but she bore her cuteness in an
aloof, almost disdainful way. She was smoking and wearing a dark blue pants
suit, the top half of which was folded across her lap and a fuzzy baby blue short-
sleeve sweater caressed her bosom; that she wasn’t wearing a bra was obvious, as
her nipples were showing through and it was like her breasts were thumbing their
noses at all the men in the room. She had a worldliness about her; a subtle
hardness in the unlined face that let you know she was older than she at first
appeared, that she was a broad over thirty stuck with a lovely but incongruous
sixteen-year-old Lolita of a face.

[ wanted her.



But then so did every other man in the place, and some of the women too, I
supposed. I shrugged to myself and looked around and saw the sign over the
double push doors to the left of the bar saying, “To Bunny’s Lounge.” I walked
through the doors and into the anteroom and on to the lounge, and it was like
walking into another dimension.

The lounge was all reds and browns, the lights low and red-tinted, the walls
brown-paneled wood, the carpet a lush, soft red, soft to look at, soft to walk on.
The tables in here were just as small but far more spread out, and set mostly for
two, occasionally for four. An intimate room, for couples who wanted to be by
themselves, maybe eat a quiet meal, sip a few drinks before slinking off to bed
somewhere. There were a couple of couples going through such preliminaries right
now. Otherwise I had the place to myself.

The kitchen was off to the back, and was probably nothing lavish. Anyway the
menu wasn’t, just a modest assortment of steaks, a few seafoods, a few
sandwiches, all priced medium to medium high. The hostess, a pretty brunette in
a dark pants suit, informed me when she seated me that it was too late in the
evening to get a dinner, and nothing was now being served but sandwiches and of
course cocktails. I ordered an open face steak sandwich that came with french
fries and iced tea and also ordered a gimlet.

I took my time with the food, enjoying the music that was being piped in,
Ramsey Lewis-type low-key jazzy Muzak, and only faintly could I hear the pulse of
the rock going on in the other room. I sipped my gimlet and then sipped three
more and I was feeling good when I left.

Back in the anteroom I stood in my happy glow and happened to notice the wall
facing me. I hadn’t seen it when I first came through, as it had been to my back,
but the wall was covered by framed pictures. I studied them and realized why the
place was called Bunny’s. The pictures were of a pretty, well-built blonde greeting
people at the door of one of the Playboy Clubs, with one double-frame showing off
two pages from an old Playboy, from one of their “Bunnies of Chicago” spreads.
The pretty blonde was in two pictures at the bottom of the double-page spread,
one of them in her Bunny threads greeting, another a discreet nude pose, with the
girl in bed, mostly covered and wrapped in pink sheets, though one exposed
breast, also pink, peeked out at the side. The write-up between the pictures
described the blonde as “Pert Peg Baker, cornfed gal from Port City, a dot on the
Iowa map,” and went on to say the twenty-year-old girl had gone to high school
and junior college in her home town, then trekked to the big city for fame and
fortune. The spread came from a Playboy of at least a decade ago, and I vaguely
remembered seeing it then. The blonde in the picture was, as you’ve guessed, that
same blonde who was sitting aloof in the bar, and was no doubt the exception to
the you-can’t-come-home-again rule, as this ex-Bunny had made something out of
her small potatoes Playboy fame and fortune.

So I went out to take another long look at her, where she still sat in the corner,
watching the combo drummer. I found a stool at the bar and kept watching. I was
working a beer down in there among the gimlets and a voice said, “She’s
something, isn’t she?”

I looked at him. He was around thirty, kind of bland-looking, short hair, sport
coat; like me, he was one of the few business-types in the crowd. I said, “Huh?”



He said, “I said, uh, she sure is something.”

“She’s something.”

“You passing through Port City?”

“Yeah. “

“Salesman?”

“Yeah.”

“Me too.” He gulped at his beer and nodded toward the blonde. “I asked around
about her.”

“Oh.”

“She owns this place. Her and another guy own it, anyway. “

“I figured that.”

“Oh, you saw the pictures?”

“Yeah.”

“Good-looking chick. I'd sure like to get some of that.”

“Why don’t you try?”

“Already did.”

“Oh.”

“Zilch, man. Struck out royal.”

“A shame.”

“Yeah, and they told me she puts out.”

“Maybe she’s particular.”

“Guess with her looks she can afford to be particular.”

“Looks like she’s got a man,” I said, gesturing toward the stage where the band
was playing. “For tonight anyway.”

“Yeah, the drummer, yeah I noticed her looking at him. She and him were
talking during the break, When I asked around about her they said she likes
younger guys.” He paused. “Hell, I'm just thirty-one. You figure that’s old?”

“No.”

“But I guess it isn’t young either. Hell. She’s nice.”

“She’s nice all right.”

“Younger guys, sheesh. She looks young herself, to me.”

“Not if you look close.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Well I guess she would be in her thirties at that. Those Bunny pictures were
from a while back.”

“Right.”

“Whatever, she’s nice. Nice stuff.”

“Nice stuff.”

“Well. I'll see you.”

“See you.”

The guy finished his beer and took off and I stood and watched her some more. I
never did get eye contact with her. I wondered if she knew I was watching. I
ordered another beer. I wondered if I could get near her. I wondered if that was
wise, considering she was probably real well-known around town. I nibbled at the
beer. | wondered how she was in bed.



Chapter 13

I WOKE UP the next morning around noon, a sour film lining my mouth, a sour
mood lining my brain. The hangover was heavy in me, like thick fluid, and that
irritated me. And the bed I woke up in was my own, and that irritated me too. Last
night my goal had been to get drunk and laid, and while one out of two may not be
bad, tell that to a guy the morning after.

The night before, however, had been something else again. I came home to the
YMCA, feeling no pain but still the captain of my own ship—well, first mate,
anyway. My hormones were pretty much in check from my bout with Helen
what’s-her-name back at the Howard Johnson’s yesterday, and I’'d gotten a certain
satisfaction out of just standing and mentally feeling up Bunny of Bunny’s. I don’t
think Boyd crossed my mind once, or the mark, Albert Leroy, either. Not right then
anyway.

To show you how much in control I was, | managed to remember there was no
can in my room, that my only source for relief was the communal john on the Y’s
dormitory floor where mine and all the other “apartments” were. My bladder was
near explosion point and as I pushed open the door and flicked on the light
switch, I heard a chorus of voices say, “Hey!” “Watch it!” “What the fuck!”

Automatically I flicked the light switch back off and was wheeling back out the
door, my mind clouded but alert enough to know something stunk in Denmark. If
I carried a gun, I might’ve reacted real bad. But I don’t, so I didn’t.

Then I got the picture. Quite literally.

On the wall of the large john-room were the silvery, flickering images of a film. A
woman in a dark wig and nothing else was sitting on the edge of a bed; she had
fleshy thighs and was spreading them, bountiful droopy breasts staring downward
at the action. There was no sound, other than that of the eight-millimeter projector
clicking and clacking away and some scattered hard breathing from the audience,
which I gathered was made up of five or six fellow YMCA residents. Sitting on the
floor of the can of the Young Men’s Christian Association, digging the porno.

I laughed and went back outside, getting my key from out my pocket. I was
almost down to my room when I heard a voice from behind me say, “Hey man!
Hey, Johnson!”

That was the name I was registered under. I turned and said, “Yeah?”

It was the bearded guy, the youngish Gabby Hayes who had checked me in. And
by young I mean somewhere between twenty-five and forty, don’t ask me where.

“Say, man,” he said, “go on back in the john and do what you have to.”

I laughed again and said, “Never mind. You boys scared the piss right out of
me.”

“That doesn’t offend you, does it?”

“Offend me?”

“Those pornies, I mean. Look, everybody here on the floor knows about it, and I
only show ’em because the guys enjoy it. They pitch in and I send for the stuff in
the mail. From the back of the men’s mags. I don’t hardly make a cent on it,
honest to Christ.”



“Hey. No big deal.”

“No, but it is. I'd get fired if anybody reported this. If any of the guys staying
here don’t approve, fine, I'll stop showing ’em. So if you don’t like it, please say so,
okay?”

“Listen, I don’t really care one way or the other.”

He smiled, nodded his shaggy head. “You’re all right, Johnson.”

“Thanks. Look, I wouldn’t mind taking a shower before I turn in. How much
longer does the Bijou go on in there?”

“Should be over in five minutes. Can you hold out that long?”

“Sure.”

“Look, I'll come down to your room and knock when I've got everybody out of the
john, okay?”

I nodded.

Ten minutes later I was sitting on the bed, shoes off, rubbing my feet, and the
knock came-at the door. I got up and opened it and Gabby said, “All clear.”

“Fine.”

“You wouldn'’t care for a nightcap, would you?”

If I hadn’t been drunk, it might've occurred to me that maybe this guy had in
him some of what Boyd was. But I was drunk. So I said, “I already had more than
I need, but... what the hell.”

“Fine. Come on.”

He had a bottle of whiskey, I didn’t notice what kind, which he poured over ice
from a little cooler he kept in one corner of his room. He used water glasses and
poured them three-quarters full; a refill would be unnecessary. I sat at the chair at
the desk-dresser and he sat on the bed.

“Thanks for understanding about the movies.”

“Okay.”

“It’s not that I'm a sex maniac or anything.”

“Sure.”

“Or those other guys either. It’s just something to do.”

“l understand.”

“Do you?”

“Sure.”

“You understand then. That’s good. That’s real good. Because I don’t want
anybody getting the wrong impression.”

“Yeah.”

“You a salesman, or what?”

“Yeah.”

“You got a wife?”

“No.”

“Girl friend?”

“A few.”

“More than one, huh? Girl in every port?”

“Here and there.”

“Anything steady?”

“No.”



“Take my advice. Get somebody steady. Listen to me. I'm older than I look, you
know. I ran away from home when I was a kid.”

I was too drunk to notice how contrite the guy was getting. If I'd looked at him
close I probably would've seen tears in his eyes. But I didn’t look at him.

I concentrated on my drinking and several minutes went by before I realized
he’d been talking quite a while, talking about God knows what. He was saying,
“...pummed around a long time. My folks were dead and buried before I ever got
back home. I was bumming before it was popular. I hitchhiked when it was a way
of life, not a damn fad. You know what I'm saying?”

“Sure.”

“No you don’t. You don’t know what I'm saying. You don’t know why I show
movies to those guys either.”

“Sure I do.”

“No. You don’t know why I asked you for a drink.”

“Yeah I do.”

“What then?”

“You don’t want to lose your job. You want to make sure I'm okay.”

“You’re okay, I know you’re okay. That’s maybe part of it, I guess, making sure
you’re okay, but you still don’t know, do you?”

“Sure I do.”

“You’re a salesman, you say?”

“Yeah.”

“How long?”

“Five years.”

“You’re young yet. You thirty?”

“No.”

“You’re young yet. Get another job.”

“What?”

“Get off the road.”

“What?”

“Find somebody. Find some woman. Or somebody.”

“Sure.”

“l mean it. If you don’t, you know what happens?”

“No.”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Tell me.”

“You wake up old.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right. And you find yourself old and alone and in a room and you die
that way.”

I looked at him. For a moment he was Albert Leroy. Sitting on that bed and
wearing a gray sweater with diamond shapes on it. For an icy instant he was my
mark.

I blinked.

Hard.

And I looked again and he was a young Gabby Hayes. Only he didn’t seem so
young anymore, and I didn’t feel so drunk anymore.



I thanked him for the whiskey and left the room.

So I went to bed depressed and woke up with a sour film in my mouth and a
sour mood in my mind and I climbed out of bed and took the shower I never got
around to the night before and went down for a long, cold swim.

I had to see Boyd today. Had to. Today was Wednesday —and Thursday was the
day.

Chapter 14

THE POOL WAS long and narrow. The water was green to look at and cool to
swim in. Cool was good. I hate it when the water’s overheated, it puts me off—it’s
closer to soaking in a big hot bath than swimming in a pool.

For a long time I swam. Somewhere between one hour and two. A good half
hour of that was spent floating on my back and staring at the ceiling and thinking.
It wasn’t good to think. Not on a job, not when your mind should be uncluttered.
But if thinking couldn’t be helped, best to do so in a relaxed way like this.

I loved the water. Its coolness, its gentle, lazy movement. The water made me
think of Wisconsin, even though this water was full of chlorine and in Wisconsin
the water was clear and fresh. I thought of Wisconsin and the lake and the nice
moments my life had its share of.

My life.

I thought about it, defined it: I live in a small A-frame, a prefab, on a lake in
Wisconsin. Alone. I'm within an easy drive of Lake Geneva, where I belong to the
Playboy Club, where I spend a night or two a week, when I'm not working. One
night a week I play cards with some friends of mine down at Twin Lakes, mostly old
guys who’ve retired, doctors and dentists and lawyers who stay the year round,
though the crowd changes during the summer and the winter skiing months, when
some men closer my age drift into the penny ante game. Once a year I go to Las
Vegas and gamble and do my best to screw some pretty girls; sometimes I win.
Once a year, in the winter, I go to Fort Lauderdale and soak up some sun. When I'm
at the lake, in summer months, I swim and sun and water ski when I can find a
knowledgeable female assistant to help me with my boat. There are many nice
outdoor things to do around there in the fall, and the spring too, but in the winter I
stay inside and listen to my stereo and watch television and read an occasional
paperback western. When I’'m not working.

A nice life: comfortable, better than comfortable. I work six, maybe seven jobs a
year, for varying fees, my yearly income averages between fifteen and twenty
thousand, a lot for a man alone, though I manage to spend every cent every year. I
pay taxes on an income of seven or eight thousand, under my salesman cover;
Broker fills out the IRS forms for me. My cover is something of a joke: door-to-door
salesman of women’s “personal wear,” meaning hosiery and lingerie and the like. 1
still take along a sample case and credentials, but first year or so I took the case
door-to-door some, establishing myself in whatever town the hit was in as a
salesman, while Boyd was doing his lookout thing. Later I decided that was stupid.
It was better to be invisible, and the cover was useless as far as cops were



concerned anyway. After all, cops wouldn’t ask questions till you did something,
and the only thing you would do is kill some guy, immediately after which you’d be
the hell out of town. And if they did happen to catch you in the act or something, a
fuck of a lot of good a damn sample case of underwear is going to do you.

“You mind if we join you, son?”

I got off my back to tread water and looked down toward the shallow section of
the pool where a short, fat-bellied guy in his fifties, who was the one who’d
spoken, and a short but skinny guy with white hair all over his chest and none on
his head who was also in his fifties, were sloshing their way into the water. I
stroked over to the side and climbed out.

I said, “All yours, gentlemen. I was just getting out.”

The fat one nodded and grinned and the two men lolled around in the shallow
end like a couple overage water babies.

There was an exercise room downstairs. I found it empty, which was the way I
hoped to find it. Empty of people that is: the room had plenty of equipment, such
as barbells and wall-pulleys and chinning bar and rowing machine. I spent a long
time in there. Sweat rolled off my body and got the bad things in me out. I
exercised mechanically, with speed and concentration, with a pleasant
mindlessness that was just what I needed right then.

But when I started to get tired the thinking hit me again. I was on the rowing
machine and I got to thinking about Boyd and Broker and my job and how long
was it all going to last, anyway?

I was spoiled, maybe, from five years of smooth runs, five years of nothing-goes-
wrong and then all of a sudden Boyd loses his edge and almost gets me killed last
job. Then Broker pulls that half-ass, last-minute airport deal on me, where it’s not
enough I off the guy, I got to play strong-arm and delivery boy too. By that Broker
betrayed the trust I had in him and our working arrangement.

Your mind works things out sometimes. Your subconscious, I mean. In my
mind somewhere I knew that if I ever wanted to quit doing what I was, I ought to
have some money laid aside to fall back on. But I didn’t: I had spent every nickel
and that was something I never faced. But my subconscious did. My subconscious
made me hold onto half that load of heroin. My subconscious was responsible for
me having that little key to that little locker forty miles away at the Quad City
Airport. A locker that had a bag of stuff in it that was my nest egg, my ticket out of
Broker’s loving arms, my everything. Till I found something else at least.

My subconscious had made a decision: get the hell out. I've lost faith in Broker.
And Boyd. This is it for me. Just this one damn dipshit little job. Just wipe out this
one poor mark, this Albert Leroy who’s dead on his feet anyway, and quit or
disappear or whatever but get the hell out! No more Boyd, no more Broker, maybe
quit the racket altogether. Maybe not. It isn’t the killing. It’s working with people I
got no trust in is killing me.

I got up off the rowing machine. In the corner was a punching bag. I went over
to it and started hitting it, pretending it was Boyd, and suddenly I wasn’t tired
anymore and I hit it for a long while. I took out a lot of frustration on that bag, and
when [ was done I was tired again. But refreshed. To take the coat of sweat off I
went back up to the pool, which was again empty of people, and swam for another
half hour. I was alone the whole time. It was wonderful.



By the time I got back to my room it was five o’clock. On my way up to the room
I’'d stuck my head out of the air-conditioned Y and found that one of those late
summer scorchers had come out of nowhere and descended on Port City. So I said
to hell with the sportcoat-and-tie business and got myself a shortsleeve mock-
turtleneck Ban-Lon and a pair of denim slacks from my suitcase and put them on.
I felt like a human being again.

Down the street, near the waterfront, I found a restaurant that would feed me
breakfast. I consumed several omelets and a lot of toast and bacon and I felt good
by the time I got back to the Y. It takes a long while to get dark in the Midwest,
thanks to Daylight Saving Time, so I sat downstairs in the small television room of
the Y and watched a made-for-TV movie, and then it was nine o’clock and late
enough to go calling on Boyd.

Boyd was sitting, back to wall, facing away from the window, a can of Bud
between his legs. There was a smile under his mustache; he was enjoying the cool
night breeze coming in the open window. His eyes were closed and he looked
asleep, but as soon as I got within a few feet of him, he said, “Albert’s having his
soda right now. You can expect him to come out of the drugstore and start
strolling back down the street, oh...” He checked his watch. “...three minutes from
now.”

“Hello, Boyd.”

“Hello.”

“It was hot today.”

“Sure was.”

“Did he wear his sweater?”

“No, by God he didn’t. First time, too.”

“Maybe he’s human after all.”

“But he did wear a long-sleeve shirt.”

I shook my head and sat down on the davenport.

“Want me to get you a beer?” Boyd said.

“No.”

“You know, I’'m thinking of taking up permanent residence here. This apartment
is something else.”

“Sure is.”

“Do you know that the fridge was full of beer and food, before I even got here?”

“No kidding.”

“Sure was. Whoever our host is, he’s thoughtful. And, shit, Quarry, you know
what? Budweiser. That was what kind of beer was in it. My favorite kind, can you
beat it?”

“You can’t beat it.”

“Listen, Quarry, I want to ask you something.”

“Shouldn’t you be watching?”

He made a face, half-turned toward the window. A couple minutes went by and
he said, “Here comes the gink. Thirty seconds off schedule. Yeah. There he goes.
Go to the door, gink. Thata boy. Fumble for your goddamn key. Thata gink, thata
boy.” Boyd belched and turned back to me. “Boring. We’re doing the world a favor
this time out.”

“Are we.”



“Sure.”

“This guy’s dead already, Boyd. Who wants a dead man killed?”

“That isn’t our business. Our business is doing him.”

“You'’re right. I think I'll go get myself a beer.”

“Do that. Do that, Quarry.”

A few minutes later I was sitting sipping the beer and Boyd said, “Quarry?”

“Yeah.”

“l want to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“What you said last night.”

“What did I say last night.”

“You said, uh, you said maybe we been working together too long.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yeah you sure as shit did. I mean, you didn’t mean that, did you? We’re a
team, Quarry, a good one. It bothers me you saying that kind of thing.”

“l must’ve been in a bad mood.”

“That’s an understatement. You didn’t mean it, then?”

“l didn’t mean it.”

He grinned. “That’s a relief. Whew! I'm telling you, I've had, well... a few
problems in my, uh, personal life. I think I'm straightened out now, but it’s been
kinda rough, you know what [ mean? I don’t want to bring that into it, but I been
feeling, sort of... well a person gets these feelings of rejection sometimes, you
know? I know you don’t like discussing personal matters and such, but I really
like working with you, I consider you as more than just a working partner, I like to
think of you as my friend. You know.”

“We been together a long time.”

“We sure have. I hope we’ll be together a lot longer time, too.”

“Me too, Boyd.”

He nodded and kind of sighed and turned back and watched the window for a
while. Then he swiveled around and said, “Look, I'd like to walk down to the
taxicab stand and get something to read. You want to take over for me for a
minute?”

“Sure. How long you be gone.”

He stood. “Maybe an hour.”

“How the hell far away is this taxicab stand, anyway?”

“Just down the block. But I like to look their books over good, you know, before
I pick one out. I won’t read just any old thing. And they got one of those sandwich
machines, you heat ’em up in little plastic wrappers, you know?”

“One of those infrared deals.”

“Right. So I thought I'd have a sandwich. So how about you take over for a
while?”

“Sure.”

“l appreciate it.” He started to walk out of the room, stopped midway. “Quarry?”

“Yeah.”

“You'’re all right.”

“Sure.”

“No, I really mean it. You’re an all right guy.”



“Thanks, Boyd.”

“And I'm glad you said what you said, about not meaning what you said. Like
you said, we been together a long time. With a long time yet to come, right?”

“Right,” I said.

Chapter 15

MY EYES OPENED and focused and saw the face of a clock. Alarm clock, my
little travel alarm on the nightstand by the bed. The clock had been set for four,
which was how it read, and I looked at it not understanding why the bell wasn’t
going. Still half-asleep, I took the clock in my hands and examined it carefully and
the bell rang and I jumped upright in bed, scared momentarily shitless.

I sat there for a second looking at and listening to the clock and tried to decide
whether to swear or laugh and did neither. Instead I shut off the alarm and laid it
back on the stand and climbed out of bed. I got a towel wrapped around me and
walked down to the can to brush my teeth and take in a shower and shave. When
I came back I put on a T-shirt and socks and sat back down on the bed.

From under the bed I pulled out the suitcase and briefcase and laid them open
beside me. I drew my raincoat out of the suitcase and unfolded it and leaned over
and draped the coat over the chair at the desk-dresser. Then I took the nine-
millimeter automatic from the briefcase and removed the silencer. I cleaned and
oiled the gun, then the silencer, though neither needed it, and also cleaned the
spare barrel I'd be putting on the gun afterward. I reattached the silencer and
returned gun and extra barrel to the briefcase and snapped it shut.

As I finished dressing, I went to the window and drew back the curtain. It was
still dark out, though the corners of the sky were touched with a washed-out gray,
about the color of the suit I was getting into. When I was dressed I looked at
myself in the mirror, in my gray suit and black tie, and I could've been a
businessman. A salesman maybe, like my cover. Or a pallbearer.

It was still dark when I got to Boyd’s. I parked the Ford in front, three blocks
down on the same street as Boyd and Leroy, leaving my briefcase and suitcase in
the trunk. I had my raincoat over my right arm, the nine-millimeter stuck down in
my belt. I walked around behind the building and used the stairs and found the
door unlocked. Boyd was eating a grapefruit in the kitchen.

“Morning, Quarry.”

“Morning.”

“Want something to eat?”

“l don’t eat before a job.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. How do you feel?”

“Okay. Good. Fine.”

Boyd got up from the table. He was in his T-shirt and boxer shorts. “Give me a
second to get my clothes on.”

“Hurry up.”

“T will.”



I laid my raincoat on the table and went over to the sink and got myself a glass
of water and drank it and Boyd came back. I said, “Set to pull out?”

“Sure.”

“You driving that green Mustang in back? In the alley there?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“I've seen that before. You drove it on the last job, too, didn’t you?”

“Course I did, it’s my car.”

“Think that’s wise?”

“You’re getting fucking paranoid, Quarry.”

“Maybe. Maybe I am.”

“Oh, I almost forgot...” He dug in his pants pocket and got out a key and
handed it to me.

I looked at the key and shook my head. “A key to the front door.”

“Aw what’s so strange about that, we've had it easy before.”

“l didn’t say it was strange.”

“Bullshit, you been talking about what a strange job this was ever since you got
here.”

“I'm not talking now.”

“Okay, all right, Quarry. Let’s just do it and get out, huh?” Boyd sat back down
at the table. “You be sure to mess things up good. You know. Rip the mattress up
a little, why don’t you? You got a knife?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.“

“I take it Mr. X made the drop okay.”

“Fine, real fine. You want to see?”

“Okay.”

Boyd got up and I followed him into the bedroom. He opened his suitcase and
got out an envelope that had money in it. He rippled the edges of the bills and I
nodded and he smiled.

“How much?” I said.

“Just shy two grand apiece,” he said. He was playing with one corner of his
mustache.

“That’s a five-grand hit,” I said. “Not the best money in the world, but this has
got to be more important a job than it looks to us.”

“If you want to ask Broker some questions, fine. Me, I'll take my money and
run.”

“Yeah. You’re right, Boyd, it’s not good thinking about a job like I been. Not good
at all.”

“You don’t want to take your share with you now, do you?”

“Hell no. You think that would be smart?”

“l usually wouldn’t, Quarry, but in this hick town what’s the difference?
Nobody’s up yet, and you could just hop in your car and leave directly.”

“No. I'll stop up for it right after.”

“Well don’t take your time getting back.”

“Do I ever take my time getting back?”

“No.”

“Okay then.”



“Quarry.”

“Yeah.”

“You better get going, you want to get it done before light.”

“I'm on my way.”

“Do it, man.”

“Right.”

I stopped at the door and said, “Look, Boyd, this job has been a little, well...”

“Queer?” Boyd said, smiling a little. “Yeah, I guess it has. Not much we can do
though, huh? Except do it.”

“Well just the same, we better have a signal, in case something sours.”

“Okay. His shade is up over cross the way. I'll be watching out the window, so if
something goes wrong, pull the shade. Halfway down if I should get the hell out,
say it’s cops or something. Pull it all the way down if you need help. Okay?”

“Fine. Same signal goes for you, then.”

“Fine.”

I put on my gloves. I took the silenced automatic from out my belt and held it in
my right hand and folded the raincoat over my arm, covering gun-in-hand. I said,
“See you, Boyd.”

“See you, Quarry.”

He gave me a thumbs-up sign and I returned it and left.

The sky was almost light, if you can call a murky gray sky light, and between
that and the still-burning street lamps, I didn’t exactly have the cover of night to
protect me. Not that it mattered: the street was empty, like a deserted movie
backlot, and down half a block at the corner the traffic lights were going, changing
colors as if to entertain themselves. So I wasn’t upset when there was no back
entrance to Albert Leroy’s building. I had to use a street entrance, an unlocked
door stuck between the taco joint and the laundry, but had no bad feelings about
it.

The stairs creaked as I ascended, and I guess I would've bitched too if I was a
hundred years old and somebody walked on me. The walls were flaking brown
paint and the air was so musty I wanted to cough. When I got to the tiny landing I
found two doors, one of them obviously leading up to the vacant apartment on the
upper floor, the other bearing a slot with a yellowed card in it reading, “Albert
Leroy.”

I worked the key in the lock.

The door opened on the kitchen. The ceiling was high, the walls a yellowing
white, the stained wooden cabinets a darkening yellow. The kitchen appliances
were ancient—a stoop-shouldered Westinghouse refrigerator and a four-burner
gas range, the kind you light—and a kitchen table with a speckled Formica top
was showing age, its plastic-covered chairs having seen better days, and the
linoleum on the floor was cracked here and there and was rolling up at the edges.
But the kitchen was clean, hospital clean. It even smelled like a hospital, as
though he used it for surgical work instead of cooking.

A doorless archway led into the living room. It was small, a live-in elevator, with
wallpaper of a faded purple-flowered design, like the pattern on an old woman’s
dress, fitting in well with the furniture, which was drab and lifeless, the kind of
stuff the elderly stick doilies on to hide the shabbiness. The only modern piece of



furniture was a reclining chair back across from the portable TV and it was broken
into a constant back-tilt, which didn’t help the limited space of the room. The guy
was a hoarder, obviously, as the room was somehow both cluttered and orderly,
stacks of books everywhere, newspapers saved, piles of backdated TV Guides on
the television, a table with a stamp collection in progress, but everything seemed
in its special, assigned position.

To the right was the bedroom.

The door was open and I could see him, sleeping there on the bed. Since it had
been a hot night, he was sleeping only in his pajama bottoms, and on top of the
covers. His arms were stretched out as if reaching and his mouth was open and he
looked like a fountain in a park. He was breathing hard but he was not snoring,
his face a putty mask, formless, puffy.

I stood in the doorway and looked at him for a moment. I didn’t go in there with
him because the bedroom was so small it made the living room seem gigantic. I
was plenty close here in the doorway. Close enough to see that his chest was
sunken and he had just the start of a potbelly and neither chest nor belly had a
hair on it; he was hairless smooth like a baby and I suddenly wondered how old he
was. I had thought of him as an old man, but he was smooth, unwrinkled,
unused. The only solid indications of age were streaks of white in his sandy
crewcut and deep creases in the checks of that putty face. On his left arm was a
long and unsightly brown birthmark that was hairy and ran from his outer bicep
down cross his elbow and twisting round almost to his wrist and I now knew the
reason for cardigan sweaters and long-sleeve shirts in summer.

I thought I saw his eyes flicker open for a moment just after the gun made its
snicking sound and the bullet went crushing through his sternum. But I wasn’t
sure. His body did a little dance, a small, quick jerk and that was all. His mouth
stayed open, but slackly so, and he was limp, a stringless puppet.

It took two minutes to mess up the apartment. As I was doing it I knew it was
illogical that anyone would try to rob this guy, but that was the way we’d been
asked to handle it. I kicked his books around, knocked some chairs over, ripped
up a few of the newspapers, tipped over the table with the stamps and magnifying
glass and stamp book on it, dumped everything out of his hoarder’s closet, which
was more books, newspapers, magazines, letters, stamps, and other assorted
junk, and spread it around. A dresser of clothes in the living room—no space for it
in the bedroom—I emptied and then tipped over. I gutted the sofa with my
pocketknife and when I was through I went into the bedroom, shoved him to one
side and then my nostrils filled with the smell of blood and shit: his bowels had
voided with his body’s death. I made one quick obligatory rip down the center of
the mattress and wiped the knife blade clean on a sheet and got the hell out of
there. I shut the bedroom door behind me to keep the stink from crawling into the
living room and I took a long breath of fresh air, sucking it into my lungs as it
rolled in the open window. I took my raincoat from where I’d slung it over a chair,
then set the chair down on its side to help the ransack effect. I folded the coat over
my arm and glanced out the window. Light out there now, I noticed. It was dawn.

Then I noticed something else.

Across the way the shade was drawn.



Chapter 16

BOYD’S DOOR WAS LOCKED.

I got out a key and used it. I turned the knob and eased the door forward, just
enough to see if it was night-latched. It wasn’t. Good. I wouldn’t have to break it
open. I could go in quiet. Slow. Careful. I did.

I stood there in the kitchen, closing the door soundlessly behind me, getting my
eyes accustomed to the blackness of the apartment. I never realized how very dark
this apartment could be, this long boxcar of an apartment with its only source of
natural light being windows on either end. Every electric light in the place was
switched off and the shade was drawn in the kitchen.

As was the shade in the living room, of course.

A full minute passed and night vision gradually came to me and I got my
bearings. The door from the kitchen to the bedroom was open and so was the door
from bedroom to living room, and I could see Boyd down there by the shaded
window, but just barely, just his outline, just a quiet mass of something sitting
way down there at the end of the boxcar.

I listened.

I listened and tried to hear a sound, any sound, any indication that someone
else was in this damn apartment besides me, Boyd and silence.

And heard nothing.

I didn’t know what had gone wrong, but I knew it wasn’t likely to be law. If cops
had somehow got wind of us and had come barging in (which was goddamn
unlikely in Port City) Boyd would have pulled the shade halfway down, rather than
down full, to signal me to get the hell away. If it was cops he wouldn’t signal help.
Or he shouldn’t, anyway. Most likely it was something else. I didn’t know what.
But it was something... someone... else.

I didn’t waste time thinking about who. A joker had turned up in the game and
nobody mentioned anything about wild cards but I had to play the hand anyway.
So. I went carefully forward, holding my gun arm tight against my ribcage, my
wrist bent into a ninety-degree angle so that the nine-millimeter was pointing
straight out, ready to blast anything, any damn thing that moved.

Nothing moved.

At least, nothing moved here in the kitchen. And there was no good place to
hide in here, really, other than in the closet that housed the furnace, and that
afforded only a narrow cubbyhole barely large enough for a child to squeeze into. I
got close enough to see that the door to the furnace closet was open and the
cubbyhole empty and I moved on.

The living room, I remembered, had no good hiding places, either. No furniture
in corners that could shelter a hiding man, except possibly if someone should hide
down behind the far end of the davenport that was against the wall on the right,
near that window where Boyd was silently sitting; but the davenport sat so low to
the ground that a man would have to curl in a ball to hide, which doesn’t make for
the best of ambush techniques. And too, if Boyd was alive, quietly waiting to make
a stand, the intruder wouldn’t be anywhere near him; likewise if Boyd was dead,



the intruder wouldn’t want to be close at hand—even a pro (if this was a pro)
doesn’t like being next door to a corpse, not for long anyway. The living room I
ruled tentatively out, though admittedly that was where the front entrance was,
the door being over on the left, near the back corner, and someone could be
behind that door, waiting out on the landing. But I doubted that. I figured once
the intruder got that far, got out the door and close to freedom, he’d most likely
take off. Unless his express purpose was to kill Boyd and me, and since I didn’t
know the intruder’s motives, yet, [ had to count that as a possibility.

But not the best one.

The best possibility was the bedroom, which had two excellent vantage points
for surprise attack: a large closet with sliding double doors and room enough for
five men to hide; and a bathroom in the left corner on the left side, a small
bathroom but one with a shower-curtained tub.

The odds were good, very good, that I'd find my intruder either in the bedroom
or in the bathroom that led off from it.

I unfolded my raincoat, took it by the collar and shook it gently and held it in
front of me and it was like a man was looking back at me. I walked slowly over to
the open door to the bedroom and eased my hand around the corner to flick on
the light switch, flooding the room with light, and tossed in the coat.

No reaction.

Well.

I moved into the room in a low crouch, fanning the gun around, looking,
looking, looking.

Empty.

The fucking room was empty.

The double doors on the closet had been slid down to one end and a lot of
hangers were staring me in the face. I walked over slow, staying low, and slid the
doors back the other way, fast, and saw more hangers.

Okay.

The bathroom, then.

If the bathroom was empty, then whoever had caused Boyd’s trouble, whatever
it was, had gotten away before I got there. Or was waiting in the living room. I
couldn’t forget that; if the bathroom was empty I still wasn’t home free. I stood in
the doorway of the can and tried to flick on the light but the switch clicked forth
and back impotently, the bulb evidently burned out. I turned to the tub with its
shower curtain and reached out and began tentatively to draw back the curtain
and something lashed out, something solid, something much more solid than a
fist, doubled me over, something metal had creased my belly and folded me in half
like a slice of bread and I looked through burning eyes as a dark mass rose from
the bottom of the tub, looked with red eyes into the black T-shirt of the man who’d
hit me, who was now on his feet in the tub and I saw and heard a swishing object
as it came down. I jerked to the left, collided with a wall and saw from the corner
of my eye the object, a wrench, go sinking into my shoulder, making a crunching
sound as it went, and I was down on my knees, like | was praying, my spine
jammed hard against the stool behind me, and an arm swinging the wrench came
down after me. With my free hand I batted upward and knocked the arm away
before it did me any more damage and brought up my automatic and fired and the



silenced gun went chunk; and chunk again, sounding loud in the confines of the
small room, and I heard a yelp. I didn’t see him, not really, didn’t know for sure if
the gun had hit home, but the wrench-swinger was scared, so shitass helpless
scared, he started in waving his arms and got us tangled in the shower curtain
somehow, and fabric and metal rods were down on us, and I fired again, hoping
my gun wasn’t aimed at some part of me, and the man with the wrench, still
scared, more scared, didn’t finish me like he could have, like he should have, but
scrambled out of there, tucked tail between legs and left in a blur of black.

I thought he flicked off the bedroom light switch as he went out, because
everything went dark, but when I woke up I realized it was minutes later, how
many I didn’t know, not many, that was for sure, but by the time I was on my feet
and staggering after the man with the wrench, he was gone. Not long gone maybe,
but gone long enough. In the kitchen the door was wide open and when I got to
the fire escape porch there was no sight of anybody.

I shut the kitchen door, locked it. I stumbled over to the cupboard, got out a
bottle of aspirin and shook out six and got a glass of water from the tap and
gulped down pills and water and stood there leaning on the counter, panting.
Then I went to the kitchen table and sat down for a moment and stroked my
crushed left shoulder with my right hand and felt tears run down my face and
said, “Jesus Christ,” a few times, and then I ran fingers across my clavicle and it
was fucked up, too, fucked over bad.

When my mind stopped being red with pain, it got red with anger and I
slammed my fist down on the table and barely felt the pain as it shot back through
my shoulder. By the time I was on my feet again, maybe a second later, I'd
forgotten about the pain.

Back in the bedroom I found Boyd’s suitcase in a corner, open, flung there after
it had been dumped out.

I went through the pile of clothes and the envelope was gone. I glanced in a
wastecan and found it: the envelope had been emptied and then crumpled into a
tight ball. I looked around the room for a while, but only for a very short while, as
a search was useless. It was something I had to face: the money was gone.

What I found in the living room was no surprise.

Boyd was in his usual position at the window: sitting on the floor; leaning
against the wall; head tilted back; but dead. The upper side of his head was caved
in and looked as though it had been gently done, as though his was the head of a
china doll that had been delicately shattered with a single tap of a child’s hammer.
But maybe that was because it was dark in there. Maybe if I had had to look at
him closer, in the light, I would have seen it the way it was: a man’s skull cracked
bloody open from two or more savage blows of a hard-swung wrench. His eyes
were round open and glowing white in the blackness and I could almost hear his
voice speaking in those dead eyes, Quarry... Quarry, what the fuck? The reality of
death must've been a shock to Boyd, the cruelty, the absurdity, the finality, the
million things that must flash through your mind as you die violently. A man can
get detached on the winning side of a gun and he can forget what it is he’s doing
and Boyd, evidently, died in a traumatic realization of what he was, what he did
and what was being done to him. But at least he’d shown one last trait of



professionalism, in his final moment: his right hand was still clutching the shade
he’d pulled down to warn me.
I had to give him that much.

Chapter 17

UNDER THE WOODEN steps in back, grouped close against the wall, were
garbage cans. Six of them. I arranged them into a slight semicircle and that was
where I left Boyd.

My shoulder was a hunk of agony and made it no pleasure carrying my ex-
associate down those three flights of steps. But it had to be done. I didn’t know if
the Port City cops would buy this as what was perhaps a rare event around these
parts—a mugging—but that’s what I was hoping. I had stripped Boyd of all
valuables, leaving his pockets pulled inside out, not only to fabricate a robbery,
but to prevent discovery of Boyd’s identity. With luck, Boyd would end up just
another cipher in a potter’s field, a poor slob who was passing through Port City
and got mugged and killed for his trouble.

I hadn’t had the time to analyze what had happened yet and was acting, really,
out of sheer instinct: I was a knee struck by a mallet at the precise point and was
jerking up like I was supposed to. Reflex had me getting Boyd out of there and
away from that apartment, which had been provided by our nameless employer,
who by unwritten law must be protected at all costs. Or almost all: it would have
been better to lug Boyd off someplace farther away, like drive him out along the
Mississippi twenty miles and dump him off a bluff, but I wouldn’t take that big a
chance. Reflex action or not, confusion or no, I thought of my ass first. Survival.

So I had cleaned both Boyd and apartment of his effects and placed everything I
collected in the trunk of his green Mustang. I had wrapped Boyd in a sheet, which
I removed once I deposited him behind the wall of cans, and had slung him over
my good shoulder and headed down the fire escape, hoping for the best.

I was lucky about the configuration of the alley, which in fact wasn’t really an
alley at all, as it dead-ended halfway in, surrounded by three-story buildings,
making for something of a modest courtyard back there. The windows in the
buildings were few and as yet dark—it was still very early morning—and the
building across the way was a garage and windowless. The dreary buildings and
the overcast sky gave me a perhaps false sense of security, and once I had pulled
Boyd’s Mustang up into the mouth of the street entry, blocking it off and partially
obstructing vision from out there, I felt relatively safe carrying him down. Or as
safe as you can feel in the company of somebody murdered.

I guided the Mustang out of the little courtyard and let loose a monumental sigh
as I got out onto the still empty street. As I drove around to the front the street
lights winked out, officially signaling morning’s arrival, and I pulled the Mustang
into a vacant spot behind my gray rental Ford and turned the car off and sat there
for a while. Across the street all was silent. No one had stumbled onto Albert Leroy
as yet. Idle curiosity made me wonder who would be found first—Boyd or Albert.



That particular irrelevant thought was a sign of just how dazed I was. I got out
of the car and walked down to the corner and stood there for maybe a minute,
alone on the sidewalk, gathering my thoughts. My mind had been blown, almost
literally, and I didn’t know how long it would take to collect the pieces and
reassemble them.

Across the street, kitty-corner from where I stood, was a telephone booth,
standing in front of a big gothic-looking church like a reminder of what century it
was. The moment I saw it I was on my way over, digging a dime out of my pocket,
searching for more change to make the necessary long-distance call.

“Hello,” a voice said. A slightly groggy voice.

“Is this Carl?”

“Yes... yes it is. Who is this?”

“Get Broker’s ass out of bed, Carl.”

“Uh, who is calling please?”

“Get him out of bed, you fucking gimp.”

“Quarry?”

I said nothing.

He said, “Okay, uh, okay, wait a second.”

“Just.”

It took three minutes.

Broker said, “Trouble?”

“Yes.”

“Can you talk?”

“Yes.

“Are you sure?”

“I'm in a pay phone.”

“Fine. What’s the number?”

I told him.

“I'll need five minutes,” he said, “to get to where I can talk.”

“Okay.”

I hung up.

Five minutes later, give or take ten seconds, the phone rang and I picked it off
the hook and Broker said, “Go.”

“Boyd’s dead.”

“How?”

“Somebody creamed him with a wrench.”

“What about the job?”

“The job went all right. I came back to Boyd’s right after and found him with his
head smashed in. I had a scuffle with who did it, got my shoulder banged up a
little, but nothing serious.”

“You saw him then?”

“The guy who did it? No. It was dark and he hit me before I knew what was
coming.”

“No idea who or why?”

“l know why, I guess. Not who.”

“Why then?”

“The money was gone.”



“I see. This all just happened?”

“Within the past half hour.”

“The authorities?”

“Nobody’s seen either one of the bodies yet.”

“Nobody but you.”

“That’s right.”

“You cleaned up the mess?”

“Yeah.” I told him what I had done, how I'd faked the mugging with Boyd,
removed his things from the apartment.

“Good man, Quarry.”

“What about Boyd? Can his body lead the law anywhere?”

“Not if you stripped him clean. His prints aren’t on file anywhere. He wasn’t
even in the service, his homosexuality kept him free of that.”

“No homo arrests? Child molesting or anything?”

“No. Boyd was gay, but conservative. You know me well enough to know I don’t
take on anybody unstable.”

“Broker.”

“Yes?”

“I'm getting an idea.”

“What kind of idea?”

“An idea of who wasted Boyd.”

“Who?”

“Who else? Our employer. The man who came to you and said he wanted Albert
Leroy dead.”

“Impossible.”

“Possible. Very possible, for a number of reasons. Do I have to go into them,
Broker?”

“No.”

“Who is he, Broker?”

“I can’t tell you that. You know I can’t tell you that.”

“Sure you can.”

“Against policy.”

“There you go again, Broker, talking like this is an insurance company and
you’re the president and I’m your top salesman.”

“Is it really so different?”

“Christ, Broker!”

“This is a business and there are certain rules. You’re asking me to break our
most sacred trust.”

“Sacred? Trust?”

“I can’t tell you, Quarry. I won't tell you.”

“Broker.”

“No way, Quarry.”

“l want my money.”

“It’s gone. Live with it.”

“That’s what I want to do, Broker. I want to find my money and live with it.”

“I'll tell you what, Quarry.”

“What?”



“I’ll let you have the twenty-five percent down payment that was left with me.
My commission. Ill hand it over to you. As a present. A bonus, let’s say. But give
this a rest.”

“No.”

“You’re being unreasonable.”

“Am I. I don’t care if you give me the equivalent of all the money, my share, your
share, Boyd’s share. I want to find the bastard responsible. I want to make him eat
that wrench.”

“Maybe we should talk when you’ve calmed down.”

“Okay, then. Call me back next year.”

I hung up.

Thirty seconds later the phone rang again and I picked it up.

Broker said, “What do you intend to do?”

“I'm going to find out who hired me, Broker. If you won't tell me, I'll find out on
my own.”

“Jesus Christ! You’re insane, man!”

“Impossible. You only work with stable personalities.”

“Listen. Listen to me. Get out of that town. Get out. Now.”

“I think I'll stay a while.”

“Have you cracked up? You can’t hang around after a job, especially one that’s
gone sour like this one has.”

“Watch me.”

“I'm going to tell you only one more time...”

“Good. Then I won’t have to hear it anymore after that.”

“...get out of Port City, Quarry.”

“This isn’t Chicago, Broker. This is a hick town and I'm not going to have any
trouble.”

“You’re right, Port City isn’t Chicago, you could hide in Chicago. In Port City
you’ll be conspicuous as hell.”

“Good-bye, Broker.”

“Wait!”

I waited.

“Isn’t there anything I can say?”

“Sure.”

“What?”

“The name of the guy who wanted Albert Leroy dead.”

“Quarry, I'm not going to stand for this.”

“Yes you are.”

“All right. All right, all right, all right make a fool of yourself, but Quarry... make
damn sure none of it touches me. If you do that, if you even come close to
endangering me, you know what I'll do.”

“I know what you’ll try to do.”

“You aren’t the only assassin in the world, Quarry.”

“No. But how many do you have better?”

I hung up.

I sat there for thirty seconds and when the phone rang again I picked it up and
said, “Hello, Broker.”



“Quarry!”

“What, Broker?”

“Uh, what about Boyd’s car?”

“What about it?”

“You've got to get rid of it.”

“How?”

“Bring it up here and we’ll get rid of it for you.”

“I'm not sure I want to do that, Broker. I'm going to be kind of busy today.”

“I tell you what... let me do some checking. I'll contact the man you’re looking to
find, I'll talk to him and try to find out if he knows anything. Give me till tonight
and if I haven’t got anything for you, go ahead, go ahead tomorrow and snoop all
you want.”

“I don’t know, Broker.”

“Trust me.”

“Trust you. Kind of a sacred trust, huh, Broker?”

“Do you know the river road?”

“That old road that runs along the Mississippi, up to Davenport.”

“Yes. There’s a limestone quarry about ten miles outside of Davenport on the
river road. Carl and I will be pulled alongside there at, say, midnight. Bring Boyd’s
car and at that time I'll tell you how I've done with... the man you want to find.”

“How will I get back to Port City, Broker?”

“I'll have Carl drive you back. We’ll bring two cars.”

“Okay.”

“Tonight, then? At the stone quarry?”

“Sure.”

“I'll see you tonight, then.”

“Sure.”

“At midnight.”

“Sure. See you then.”

“See you then. Quarry?”

“Yeah?”

“Take care of yourself, will you? Lie low today and just take it easy.’

“That’s sweet, Broker. Your concern is goddamn fucking touching.”

He hung up.

So did I.

2

Chapter 18

THE SIGN SAID “Coke” and underneath, in only slightly larger letters, “Port City
Taxi Service,” but the place was more than that: it was an all-night grocery of
sorts, as well as restaurant and bookstore. The groceries ran to pretzels, pop and
milk, and the books ran to porno paperbacks and skin mags, and the restaurant
was little more than a couple of tables stuck next to a stand that had on it a
coffeepot and napkins and plastic spoons and an infrared mini-oven for the



heating of cellophane-wrapped sandwiches which were for sale at the counter as
you came in.

Behind the glassed counter, which was long and full of candy and cigarettes,
was a heavyset woman of indeterminate age with frowzy gray-brown hair and a
curiously friendly face. She was wearing a red and white checkered dress that
looked like a tablecloth left over from a 1957 picnic and was sitting in the corner
with her back to an ancient black metal sender-receiver, a squared hand mike
leading out from it on a worn spiral rubber cord and resting in one of her hands, a
mostly smoked cigarette in the other. From somewhere out of the radio outfit came
mulffled static which she apparently understood, as she responded to it now and
then.

When she and the static had finished talking to each other, she grinned at me
and said, “Howdy, mister. Little early yet, ain’t it?”

“Sure is,” I said.

“It gets early every morning round this time.” She rasped out a little laugh and
pointed a finger down toward the end of the counter. “Fresh rolls down there, dime
a piece. You get first pick today, sonny. Early bird catches the worm. The coffee’s
still perking, shouldn’t be more’n a couple of minutes and it’ll be ready. There’s a
dish on the stand, by the napkin container. Drop a nickel in the dish for every cup
of coffee you drink.”

“Thanks.”

I lifted the sheet of white paper on the box and looked in at rows of fresh, well-
iced danish rolls and picked several out and left the old lady a quarter on the
counter. I walked back and sat down at one of the tables and nibbled at a roll
while I waited for the coffee.

The place was all length and little width, the groceries crowded on shelves on
one side of the room, a few tall skinny glass-doored refrigeration units backed up
flat against the wall like men in the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, and the
paperbacks and magazines were thick on the other side of the room, various sorts
of racks rubbing shoulders with one another. The ceiling was high and had all the
room’s breathing space to itself; the ceiling edges were curved, ornately sculpted
with little nude cupids and such and vines and flowers, and I wondered how old
the building was and what it once had been.

I sat and stared at the tarnished aluminum coffeepot and listened to it perking.
My mind was doing the same thing: perking, playing with thoughts, trying to get
ready.

I didn’t understand, yet, what exactly the occurrences of this still early morning
added up to. My mind was fuzzy, the events floating around inside my head like
the synthetic snow in a wintery paperweight. I didn’t know what would happen
next. | wasn’t sure what had happened so far. But I did know what I was going to
do.

I was going to find the man.

The man who had paid to have Albert Leroy killed.

Who else in Port City knew Boyd and I were in town? Who else in Port City knew
Boyd would have thousands of dollars in a suitcase in that particular apartment
on this particular morning?



Motivation? I had no idea of what motivation lurked behind all of this. In the
first place, it was still a mystery to me how anyone could feel it necessary to have
Albert Leroy killed. He wasn’t my idea of the kind of man who posed a threat.
Motivation, I didn’t know about that. Yet.

The coffee was ready and I got myself a cup. I sipped it slowly and thought some
more.

What about Broker? He knew about Albert Leroy and Port City and all of it; hell,
he set it up. Was this some kind of Broker Machiavellian kiss-off?

Unlikely. If Broker wanted to get rid of a man he wouldn’t do so in so sloppy a
fashion, and in Broker’s home territory. There are plenty of methods, far better
ones, for weeding out your bad stock. If Broker wanted me dead, he’d send
someone up to see me between jobs, when I was sitting on my ass, fishing in
Wisconsin or something. I'd be found floating in the lake up there, if I was found
at all, not in an apartment in Port City, across the street from where I’d just hit a
man.

Of course I was well aware that Broker meant to stop me, at all costs, from
playing Sherlock Holmes in Port City. I knew that the meeting tonight at that stone
quarry (which could’ve been the very place that provided Broker the inspiration for
the name he’d bestowed on me years back) would be in one way or another
designed to get me out of this, out of the area, out of the situation, out. Just what
extent of violence he had in mind for me, if any, I didn’t know. I doubted Broker
would try to have me killed, but it was possible. Possible.

It wasn’t smart to stay in Port City, I knew that. But it wasn’t smart to leave,
either. In my business you have to know what’s happening, where you stand, what
exactly’s being done to you and who by. I didn’t want to leave Port City till I
understood what had happened this morning. All I knew now was that someone
had tried to kill me, and it wasn’t smart to leave Port City till I knew who and why.

I also knew it wasn'’t risky, particularly, to stay in town, as long as I didn’t stick
around very long, long enough to give even hick town cops a chance to put the
pieces together. If I could do it fast, in a day, maybe two, there was nothing to
worry about. I had my salesman credentials and sample case if anyone asked
questions at me hard, a cover that would hold water if it was checked out. As long
as I didn’t attract too much attention or act too overly cautious about my actions,
suspicions weren’t likely to be aroused. Soon as I left here, I would change barrels
on the gun, toss the old barrel wrapped in the gloves I'd worn down a sewer duct,
so nothing to worry about there.

There were logical answers to all the questions that came to my mind, and I
answered them, all the while thinking: I don’t need reasons for what I do. No
excuses, no logic. I do what feels right. I feel like I was double-crossed by the guy
who hired me, and I feel like doing something about it.

The door slammed up front and I looked up. A skinny guy in jeans and a white
T-shirt walked over to the counter and slammed down his coin changer and tossed
some bills down. “Checkin’ in,” he said. His voice was high-pitched and didn’t fit
the lean but tough look he carried with him, mostly coming from a dark
complexion and scruffy black hair and a chipped-tooth smile.

“Where you been?” the old woman said. “Tried to get you on the call box.”



“Some ol’ bitch had me drive her home out in the country and I had to carry
some shit in the house for her. She tipped me a goddamn quarter, you believe it,
shee-it.”

He came over, grabbing a couple of danish rolls, and got himself some coffee
and sat down with me at the table and said, “Care if I sit down here with you,
Jack?”

“You already are.”

“Thanks, don’t mind if I do.”

He sat there and yelled up to the old lady, bantered back and forth with her,
laughing over in-jokes, and the smell of him and his eating mouth-open while
talking and the inane boring chatter got old fast. I got up and walked back to the
book racks and looked them over.

One rack of paperbacks seemed largely devoted to gay literature and I
recognized Twilight Love, a book I'd seen Boyd reading the other day, among the
various titles and smiled for a moment and for that moment thought about Boyd
and how before lately he hadn’t been that bad of a guy.

The skinny cabbie came over carrying a half-eaten danish and poked me in the
ribs with his elbow and winked and said, “Like that stuff, honey?”

His voice seemed effeminate now. I didn’t know whether he was putting it on or
not. For a second there I got mad—I don’t really know why—and I looked at him
straight on and cold and didn’t say anything but he got the point. He was dumb,
but he was smart enough to know I was going to hurt him if he said anything else.

After he went away [ left the rack of books and headed for the magazines, then
noticed a stack of papers in the corner, back by the Coke cooler. I walked over and
bent down and took a look at them. Davenport papers, daily Times. They went
back several days. Just for the hell of it I thumbed through them till I found notice
of the airport death of a few days ago.

Floyd Feldstein, the guy’s name had been. He was a buyer associated with Quad
City Art Sales, Inc., which was a front of Broker’s. There was no mention that he’d
been dressed as a priest, or that he was carrying airline tickets made out in
someone else’s name. The Chief of Police stated that, after preliminary
investigation, it was assumed that Feldstein had been robbed and killed by one of
the “long-haired undesirables who have been seen of late frequenting our public
places during off hours, presumably in the hopes of gaining ready cash for the
purchase of illegal drugs.” Well, something like that, Chief.

I walked back up to the table and got myself another cup of coffee and sat and
drank it. It seemed like the more hot coffee I drank, the less my shoulder hurt. So
I sat and sipped and thought.

Tonight, I decided, tonight I'm going to have to be careful.

Tonight, Broker. I'll see you tonight.

Today I've got other things to do.

Chapter 19



ALONG THE SIDE wall of the Port City Taxi building, in the open area between
building and filling station next door, was a long row of parking spaces, two of
them filled by taxis, five by other cars, a number of them vacant. The upper wall
was a triple billboard advertising toothpaste, cigarettes, and a politician, but below
that, hanging low but visible, was a large sign saying, “Private Parking,” in big
black block letters, with the usual warning of “Illegally Parked Cars Towed Away at
Owner’s Expense” in strident, no-nonsense red. The bottom lines of the sign, in
businesslike black said, “For Weekly, Monthly and Yearly Rates, Inquire at Taxi
Stand Desk.” For ten dollars, the lady in the red and white checkered dress behind
the counter was only too happy to provide a week’s space for one automobile and
she asked no embarrassing questions. I liked her.

A siren sliced the air just as I was getting into Boyd’s car to move it to the taxi
lot. The high-pitched whine was nearing when I started the car and leisurely drove
it around to an alley that three blocks later brought me up behind the taxi
building. I pulled the Mustang around into the space I'd leased, parked and locked
the car, and started walking back to the rental Ford. By the time I was passing the
building where Boyd had recently lived-and-died, both ambulance and police car
were parked zigzaggedly, half in the street, half up on the sidewalk, and half-ass
overall when you consider there were plenty of open spaces in front of Albert
Leroy’s building. But then, parking sensibly isn’t in the spirit of an emergency. As
if rushing around was going to do Albert Leroy any good.

Actually, the rushing around was pretty well over by now. Two cops were
standing with hands on butts as two guys in white were coming down out of the
stairwell carrying a stretcher with a sheet-covered Albert Leroy. A few people were
milling around, mostly women from the Laundromat down a couple doors, but
there was no crowd really, still too early for that. A tall man in his forties, well-
dressed, was standing next to one of the policemen, who was asking him questions
in a respectful, next-of-kin sort of way. An older man, who’d been standing in the
background, moved forward and touched the tall man on the shoulder and seemed
to be offering condolences. The tall man nodded his head sadly and the shorter,
older man nodded back and turned and walked across the street, in my direction.

As he approached I saw that he wasn’t just short, he was very short, maybe five-
four, but he carried himself erect and he was a handsome old guy. His features
were well-defined and though deep-set in his face, unmarred by age, and the
character lines down his cheeks were straight, slashing strokes. He was wearing a
white shirt, rolled up at the sleeves, and loose brown trousers and when he passed
by me, he muttered, “Poor old soul,” as though he expected me to know what he
was talking about.

My eyes followed him as he entered Boyd’s building, through the front door on
street level. As the door closed I noticed the sign in the draped front window:
“Samuel E. Richards, Chiropractor.”

I stroked my shoulder, said to myself, “Why not?” and followed the old guy
inside.

“Sir?” I said.

He turned quickly and smiled. A kind smile, but shrewd. “Yes, young man?”

“You’re Dr. Richards?”

“I’'d better be,” he grinned, “otherwise I’d be breaking the law using his office.”



“I could use some help.”

“Most people could. Well, sir, I'll tell you, I'm not open for business just yet. The
wife’s cooking up some breakfast and I'll have to take care of that before I take
care of you. How about coming back in thirty minutes, half an hour?”

“l can smell the bacon frying. Smells good.”

“We got a little apartment set-up to the back of the office. The wife and me’re
getting on in the years, couldn’t manage an office and house both. And she’s got
arthritis, don’t you know, and the steps in our house weren’t doing her any good.
You know, you got to compromise sometimes, so here I am.”

I told him it sounded like a nice arrangement. I looked around; we were in a
waiting room, with several chairs and a stand with some old magazines on it.
There was no receptionist. “You don’t mind if I wait here, do you?”

“Not at all. What you say was wrong with you?”

“My shoulder. Had an accident an hour or so ago.”

“What sort of accident?”

“Slipped on the soap in the shower, would you believe it?”

“Surely would,” he said, smiling gently. “You’d be surprised how many accidents
take place in bathrooms. Well, you come on in the other room, we’ll get you on the
table and get you relaxed. Shouldn’t take more than five minutes to throw my
breakfast down.”

His working office was small, just large enough for a desk and chair and two
chiro tables, one of which stood upright waiting to be lowered. That was the one he
had me climb onto and eased me down and it was comfortable, so comfortable it
was hard resisting the urge to sleep.

I turned my head to one side, a painful move considering my shoulder, and
studied the room; the walls were a soothing pastel green, recently painted, but
everything else was old: the desk and chair were scarred with age and the chiro
tables had been in action for some time. On the wall was his diploma, or first
license, and it was brown with age. I squinted and read the date: “1921.” I was still
in that position, looking over the room, when he came back from a very hasty
breakfast.

“Get your head back in the slot, there, boy, twisting your neck to the side isn’t
doing your shoulder any good.” I followed his advice and felt his fingers on my
neck. He probed my neck and upper back, said, “Oh yes, here’s the problem,” and
went to work.

He was good. Very. A pro. His fingertips were super- sensitive and his moves
were powerful but painless. He had a knack for catching me off guard. He’d say
something conversational, like, “Going to be a rainy one,” and as I'd start to reply,
down he’d come, like a man twice his size and half his age. “That was my Sunday
punch,” he’d laugh softly, and go on to something else. He gave me fifteen minutes
of adjusting, most of it spent on my shoulder, but some of it on my neck and lower
back, and when he lifted the table up and I got off, I felt fine. I told him so.

“Glad to hear it,” he said. “That’s my real satisfaction, getting quick results.
Good idea getting here soon after you took your fall, too. Easy working on
something like that right after she happens. Couple days go by and all kinds of
tension sets in.”



“You don’t use X ray?” I asked him, remembering bills I'd paid to a chiro in
Wisconsin.

He held up his hands, flexing his fingers. “These is X ray enough.”

I nodded, said, “Listen, how old are you, anyway?”

“Eighty-one, this January past.”

“That’s remarkable.”

“Maybe so, I don’t know. I'm not so good as I was once, but I guess I'm still good
enough. When [ get past a certain point, I'll give it up.”

“Oh?”

“You got to be sure you get results, every time. Otherwise you should give up
what you’re doing. Do it right or not at all.”

“You get results, take my word. How much I owe you, anyway?”

“Four bucks,” he said, and I gave it to him. He explained in detail how all the
other chiros in town had gone up to six, but he couldn’t see charging that much.
He was one of those talkative old guys who enjoy having someone to do their
talking at. I wondered if maybe I couldn’t work that to my advantage.

“Say,” I said, “what was all that commotion across the way?”

He shook his head. He sat at the chair at the desk and I sat on the table next to
it. He said, “Terrible thing, terrible thing, that. Poor old Albert Leroy. Poor old boy.
Old, I say... I'm eighty some and he was, what, maybe forty, but he was older than
me. Much. He didn’t have a soul. No wife, wasn’t particular close to his relatives.
Didn’t have a profession to speak of. No goals, no pride in anything.”

“What happened to him, anyway?” [ had him going good now, all I had to do was
prod him gently now and then. What a find.

“Somebody shot him, appears. Appears he was robbed.” He shook his head
some more. “Doesn’t surprise me, people getting the wrong idea about old Albert.
Figuring he had money stashed in his place somewheres. Ill bet dollars to
doughnuts he didn’t have a penny hid. So somebody shot him and for nothing, I'll
wager.”

He was right about that. I said, “Why would anyone think this fella had money?”

“Well, his family’s got money. You from around here?”

“No. I'm a salesman, passing through.”

“Still, you might've heard the Kitchen Korner program. They sell the Kitchen
Korner products all over the Midwest.”

“No, don’t think I have.”

“There’s this radio program, don’t you see, called Kitchen Korner, and it’s out of
Port City but they syndicate it all over this part of the country. It’s nothing fancy,
just some women sit around and gabble. Recipes, folksy talk and the like. It was
started up years ago by an old gal name of Martha Leroy.”

“Leroy?”

“The same. Albert’s momma. The program usually consisted of old Martha and
one of three or four aunts what live in the area, and her little girl, Linda Sue.
Wellsir, Martha passed on ten years ago, and her husband, old Clarence Leroy,
followed right on her heels. Martha was the pants and Clarence, who had a pretty
fair business head, got to feeling his oats with the boss dead and buried, and took
up with some filly and died of a heart attack within the month. But that’s beside



the point. The program, the Kitchen Korner program—that’s ‘comer’ with a ‘K,’
don’t you know—got carried on by the daughter, Linda Sue.”

“They make a lot of money with the radio show?”

“Piles, and more off the products. They got a line of foodstuffs, called likewise
Kitchen Korner. Jam and soup, mostly, some other things.”

“All of it made in Port City?”

“They make the jam here. The soup, too. They sell all other sorts of business
that’s made elsewhere, farmed out to manufacturers who ship the stuff here,
where it gets a Kitchen Korner label pasted on. Old Martha’s on the label, smiling
from eternity. The old gal’s immortal, if you call sitting cold as can be in a
thousand refrigerators immortal.”

“Why wasn’t this Albert in on the money?”

“Wellsir, Albert was a funny one. Always kind of quiet-spoken. Stayed to himself
as a kid. One of my sons went to school with him and said the other kids used to
pick on Albert and make fun of him, 'cause he was something of an odd-looking
duck.” Again, he shook his head. “And kids can be cruel. Real cruel. Near as cruel
as adults.”

“Yes.”

“Anyway, he was pretty good in the brains department, Albert was. High 1.Q.
and all. High school salutatorian. But when he went off to college, well, he had
problems... some folks said it was a girl he got stuck on who played him foolish...
others say he couldn’t get along without his momma at his side, he always was
sort of sheltered by old Martha. However the reason, he come back from his
mental treatment even stranger than before, different...” He whispered this, as
though Albert might be listening in. “...sort of a vegetable, don’t you know. Not
bright like before, nosir. Mumbling, stuttering, shuffling... it was a sad sight, I
mean to tell you.”

“Has he been an embarrassment to his family?”

“I hope to shout. But Albert never caused ’em any harm. He went his own way.
He’s always been a friendly sort, in his quiet manner, and most people speak
kindly of him, if they speak of him at all. Matter of fact, I always thought it was
kind of low of that family, the way they didn’t look after Albert.”

“Oh?”

“His momma wasn’t near so partial to him after his breakdown, and his poppa
never paid him much mind to begin with. After the mother and father died, Linda
Sue... which seems to me kind of a silly name for her, now that she’s a woman of
forty-five... Linda Sue told Albert to move out of the house. The Leroy home is one
of those mansion-type things up on the West Hill, looking out on the river, don’t
you see, one of those real old beauties up there, know the ones mean?”

“Yes.”

“They gave him a janitor job down in South End where they make the soup, but
that’s all they done for him, far as I know. Some folks think Albert had money left
to him, others think his janitor pay was high, like as if he was an executive, but
was storing it away, hoarding, like a hermit. I suppose that’s what led to what
happened to him. Somebody took a gun up there and shot him and went
searching for buried treasure.” He laughed. “Dollars to doughnuts whoever-it-was
didn’t find a thing.”



“You were talking to somebody across the street, a tall man. Who was that?”

“Raymond Springborn. Linda Sue’s husband. His family has money, too, got a
lot of land holdings and property round town.” He leaned over, confidentially.
“Some folks don’t know it, but I hear he’s part owner of that nightclub place, the
one run by that girl who did that nudie thing in that Bunny book. Ah, that’s the
name of the place, Bunny’s. He’s in it with that gal, and isn’t that pretty company
for the hometown Kitchen Korner boy.” He cleared his throat. “Not to be
disrespectful. I'm sure he isn’t having anything but business dealings with that
gal. Mr. Springborn’s okay. Got a hell of a fine business head.”

“Sounds like you know him pretty well.”

“l sure do. He’s my landlord, don’t you know. Why you’re sitting in one of his
buildings right now. If you look out front you’ll see it carved in the stone:
SPRINGBORN APARTMENTS.”

Chapter 20

CYPRUS WAS IN the valley between East and West Hill and was a street which
seemed to slash the town in half. Located on Cyprus was the local newspaper’s
office, the county hospital, a public high school, a Catholic grade school, half a
dozen churches and, just before the street turned into Highway 22, a drive-in
movie playing a couple of skin flicks. I didn’t care about any of that. I was on
Cyprus not for a guided tour of Port City, but because I was looking for Fuller
Street.

Fuller was an offshoot of Cyprus and ran up the edge of West Hill, just as West
Third Street ran up the outer edge of the Hill, on the riverfront side of town. Fuller
cut through a respectable middle-class residential area, mostly two-story white
clapboards that had seen better days but were far from rundown, while West Third
crossed through the section filled with near-mansions that were old but not visibly
decaying. Raymond Springborn and his wife Linda Sue lived in one of those near-
mansions on West Third. Peg Baker lived in an apartment house just off Cyprus
on Fuller, in the dip before the rise of the Hill. Between them was Port City.

The apartment house was two-story red brick trimmed in white, white wrought-
iron handrails along the upper floor winding down around a wide cement stairway
that came up the center front of the building. The structure had a blandly ageless
quality: it could’ve been put up twenty years ago or yesterday. The parking lot was
bigger than the ten-apartment complex required, and looked as though it might've
been installed by a landlord who disliked mowing lawns; there were little squares
of grass and shrubbery stuck here and there around the concrete lawn, like sprigs
of parsley on a big empty plate.

I pulled the rental Ford into the largely vacant lot, only a third-filled now as it
was past nine and folks were off to work, these cars remaining being second cars,
or belonging to people who worked nights, like Peg Baker. I snuggled in between a
station wagon and a Volks and turned off the engine and got out.

The phone book had listed Peg Baker’s address as 121 Fuller, and this was 121
Fuller, all ten apartments of it. Some of the tenants had their names on their



mailboxes, six of the ten did anyway, but not Peg Baker. Knowing six of the places
weren’t hers narrowed the field, but not enough. And the curtains on those four
remaining apartments were all closed, too, in case I wanted to risk getting busted
for window-peeking. I could always check with the manager to see which
apartment was Peg Baker’s, but the manager lived elsewhere. On the door of a
laundry room was a notice giving the manager’s name and address and hours at
which to call. The hours were in the evening, but I used the pay phone in the
laundry room anyway and tried the manager’s number and a recorded voice asked
me to leave a message after the tone and I hung up. Damn.

I was just getting ready to pick one of the four doors at random and knock when
I spotted what had to be Peg Baker’s car. Her registration would probably be
visible, and on that would be her address. Hopefully that address would be more
specific than “121 Fuller.”

It was no chore figuring the car as hers. The surprise was I hadn’t spotted it
immediately, but I hadn’t, because it was hidden down there in the end stall on
the opposite side of the lot from where I'd parked. It was crouching there behind a
big blue four-year-old Caddy.

It was a pink Mustang.

Several years old, but shiny and pink and dentless like new, a sheltered pink
baby that never grew up, a Peter Pan of a car, parked way down on the end where
nobody could hurt it. The upholstery was pink. The carpeting was pink. The
dashboard was pink. The gearshift knob was pink. I was afraid to look under the
hood.

My joy at finding the car subsided at once: her registration was taped inside the
front window, staring up at me in the face, the useless “121 Fuller” address
thumbing its nose at me. It said, “Margaret Anne Baker,” and it said, “State of
Iowa Motor Vehicle Licensing Bureau,” and “Port City” and sundry other
bureaucratic bullshit, but nowhere did it say Apartment Number Such-and-Such.

What now? Back to pick a door and ask? I’d have to be careful how I went about
it, as the laundry room and several windows were decorated with signs saying “No
Solicitors Allowed,” warning that a city ordinance called for the immediate jailing
of anyone practicing that forbidden art. I reminded myself not to spit on the
sidewalk.

I was one hell of a fine detective.

So I wandered back to my car, head hanging low, to regroup my thoughts. I'd
intended getting at Raymond Springborn via an indirect route, namely Peg Baker.
Just how I would do that, I didn’t know; I would improvise, as time allowed for
nothing but improvisation, and then what else could I have done but improvise,
never having done this sort of thing before. My only other option would be a
frontal approach with Springborn, and what with the body of his murdered
brother-in-law Albert Leroy just fresh found, now was a decidedly bad moment to
approach Springborn frontally. I could picture myself dropping in on the mournful
family, perhaps while Springborn was gathering the sympathies of the Port City
Chief of Police. Such a situation could bring up some embarrassing questions,
such as, “Who are you?” or “What are you doing here?”

I sat in the Ford, slouched down, trying to think. For two cents I would’ve gone
to sleep. For three cents I would've never waked up. I kept trying to think, trying. I



couldn’t. Maybe Broker was right, maybe I was being an ass, maybe I should give
it up. My initial feeling of indignant rage had dissipated by this time. I felt
crumpled, like an empty paper cup, used, emptied, discarded.

I saw him out of the corner of my eye. Didn’t recognize him. At first. But he was
familiar. | made myself think. And I knew him.

The drummer.

The drummer in the rock band at Bunny’s the other night. And Peg Bunny
Herself Baker’s latest shack-up, if barroom rumor had it right, and what I'd seen
of her cow-eyeing him from the sidelines substantiated that rumor.

He was creeping from out the apartment down on the far left corner of the
building, bottom floor, over there on the side where the pink Mustang was parked.
He had closed the door gently and was moving slowly away, doing the walking-on-
eggs bit, carrying tennis shoes in his left hand, holding them gently by his
fingertips. He looked like a guy in a cartoon sneaking in late after a night’s drunk,
only to be caught and clobbered by a shrew with a rolling pin. Except this guy was
sneaking out, not in, and did not fit the henpecked hubby stereotype. His was
another stereotype: long blond shaggy shoulder-length hair, stubbly beard,
shirtless, faded blue jeans with “LOVE” stitched up the crotch.

I sat there in the car, still slouched, still unseen by this refugee from a panel
cartoon. Oh, I thought idiotically, what I'd give for a rolling pin. I watched him
near the pink Mustang; he was shooting furtive glances every half-second, moving
carefully, the tips of his dirty toes barely touching cement. I didn’t know what this
boy was up to, but up to something he was.

He opened the door to the Mustang on the driver’s side and crawled in. Crawled
I say because he got down on the floor, on his back, poking fingers up under the
dash. I sat and watched and for just a moment I wondered what the fuck the
clown was doing and when the moment was up, | knew: he was hot-wiring the car.

He didn’t see me coming. He was on his back still, but his eyes were watching
as his hands scurried up under the dash. He had a pocket knife out and open,
stripping insulation from wires, and he knew what he was doing but his work was
going kind of slow. I knew why. I could smell the liquor and I was standing and he
was down there on his back. So he was a drunk sneaking out, if not in, and who
but a drunk would steal a pink Mustang, anyway?

I grabbed him by an ankle and pulled him out. He bumped his head several
times on several surfaces and by the time he was out onto the cement he was
pretty shook up. I said, “Lose your keys?”

He tried to kick me in the face. I didn’t let him. I batted his foot away and he
tried to slash me with the knife. I didn’t let him do that, either. I kicked the knife
out of his hand and it skid across the cement and into some bushes and I stepped
on his throat. Not hard, but with a throat you don’t have to step hard, really. His
eyes were round and terrified, saucers full of fear. He tried to say something, but
nothing came out; it’s difficult to speak when someone is standing on your throat.
So I eased the pressure to hear what he had to say, lifted my foot completely off
and he took the opportunity to say, “Mother-bitch-son-of-a-fucker,” which was an
indication of how drunk he was.

I yanked him by the arm and he hung sort of in space and then I heard her.



“What the hell’s going on here?” she was saying. Her voice was high-pitched,
shrill at the moment, but of course she was screaming, so that was natural.

“Is this your car?” I said, nodding to the Mustang.

“It most certainly is!”

“What about him? Is he yours too?”

“l know him. What are you doing to him?” She came a little closer and said,
“Jesus, what a stink. Christ, is he drunk. He must’ve guzzled down every ounce of
booze in my apartment.” She wasn’t looking as good as her Playboy picture, or as
prick-teasing as her appearance the other night at the club, but Peg or Bunny or
whatever she called herself was a beauty, a natural one, and with no makeup and
with tousled hair and in an old worn-out blue terrycloth robe that covered her
neck to knee, tied round the waist and giving only the slightest hint of the body
under there, she was a woman you could screw, not a picture you could
masturbate over.

I said, “What I'm doing is stopping him from stealing your car.”

“What?”

“He was hot-wiring it.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“He was hot-wiring it, rigging it so the motor would run without the use of the
ignition key.”

“What the hell for?”

“So he could drive it away, I suppose.”

She came over and kicked the guy right along where the word “LOVE” was
sewn. He kind of got away from me then, as he wrenched free from me so he could
grab himself and roll into a ball.

“Fucking asshole,” she said. “Why didn’t he just steal the keys out of my
purse?”

“You got me. Maybe he’s so drunk he’s stupid. Explain why anybody’d pick a
pink Mustang to steal in the first place.”

She laughed. Not at all shrill. “Explain why anybody’d own one.”

“l was going to ask you about that.”

“Maybe I'll tell you. What’s your name?”

“Quarry,” I said. I don’t know why I gave her that name. The moment I said it, I
wished I hadn’t.

“Let him go, Quarry.”

“I’'m not holding onto him.”

“You know what [ mean.”

I said to the guy, “Okay. You can go.”

It took him half a minute to get to his feet. He looked at the girl for a second,
then glanced at me, then took off running, in a limping, just-kicked-in-the-balls
sort of way. He was up on the corner of Cyprus after a moment. He stopped there
and yelled back, “Bitch! Cunt!” and limped quickly out of sight.

“He means you, I guess.”

She grinned. “Well, actually my name’s Peg. Peg Baker. Come on in and have a
cup of coffee.”

“l don’t know.”

“What don’t you know?”



“l don’t know if it’s safe to hang out with somebody who drives a pink car and
sleeps with something like that.”

“He slept on the couch. That’s where I made him sleep after he couldn’t get it
up. You want coffee or don’t you?”

Chapter 21

I STUDIED HER face and wondered how it could look so hard and so young at
the same time and she said, “How about a grapefruit?”

I said, “What?”

“A grapefruit. How about a grapefruit.”

She was standing there in the kitchenette, her robe loose enough toward the top
for me to get a look at the start of the swell of those Bunny breasts. I sipped my
coffee and wondered whether her sexual allusion had been intentional and said,
“Yes, I'd like a grapefruit.”

“Maybe it’s a little late for breakfast-type stuff, what the hell time is it, anyway?”

There was a clock above the window over the kitchen sink but it wasn’t running.
I checked my watch. “Quarter till ten,” I said.

“l suppose you already had breakfast.”

“No, I just got up a little while ago myself.”

I sat at the table sipping the coffee and watched her as she went to the
refrigerator and got out a big yellow softball of a grapefruit and sliced it in half on
the counter with a long shiny knife. She sectioned the grapefruit halves and lightly
sugared them, served them up in bowls and brought them over. She put one in
front of me, leaning over so that I got a good look at what was happening under
the robe. I took a bite of grapefruit.

“You keep eating,” she said. “I'll be right back.”

She walked from the kitchenette to a cubbyhole hall and went in a door and
closed it after her. I turned to the grapefruit and continued eating, slowly, looking
around the room as I did.

The room was horrifying. It made no sense that this supposed sexpot from the
pages of Playboy lived here. This was an old woman’s apartment, loaded with
memorabilia of decades past. Against the lefthand wall were two oak cabinets that
nearly touched the pebbled plaster ceiling, the cabinets crammed full with china
and cut glassware. Against the opposite wall was a sofa with doily-pinned arms, as
were the arms of the several lounge chairs in the room, and over the sofa was a big
mirror with a wooden frame painted gold and carved with cupids and flowers, the
mirror reflecting the china cabinets back at themselves. The stucco walls were
hung with plates picturing churches and dead presidents. Only the television
seemed of this era, a new RCA Color job, but above it, in the corner it took up, was
a knickknack rack whose shelves were filled with a salt and pepper shaker
collection consisting mostly of little animals and miniature fruit, such as a white
and a black lamb, and a pair of plump porcelain strawberries. The front two-thirds
of the long room was living room and filled with this chamber of elderly horrors,
and the back third was kitchenette. Two waist-high bookcases, with space



between to walk through, divided the room. The books in the cases were not the
sort you might expect from the girl behind Bunny’s; they ran to Reader’s Digest
Condensed Books, a Collier’s Encyclopedia, occasional hardcovers, the raciest of
which was Forever Amber, and scattered romance paperbacks. The kitchenette
seemed largely spared of the senior-citizen school of interior decorating, outside of
the clock above the sink which was a Felix the Cat clock with jeweled eyes and a
tick-tocking tail, which was silenced now because the plug was pulled. Also, atop
the refrigerator was a cute stuffed toy: a furry pink and black spider about the size
of a healthy rat.

She came back wearing the blue sweater I'd seen her in a few nights before at
Bunny’s, though now she was also wearing matching blue hotpants. Her legs were
pale white and slender but shapely and looked delicious, and her breasts bobbed
up and down as she moved toward the table, where she sat and began eating her
grapefruit, taking small but greedy little bites, as though she got a sensuous
enjoyment out of every nibble.

“Nice place you have here,” I said.

“Pretty fucking grim, isn’t it?” she said.

“Looking around I get the feeling you’re older than you look. Who are you,
anyway, some hundred-year-old hag who discovered a fountain of youth?”

“Not exactly. My mother lived here with me, up until last month.”

“What happened last month?”

“She died.”

“Oh.”

“Aren’t you going to say I'm sorry to hear that’?”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“The hell you are.”

“Terrible of me to behave so coldly, when your mother and I were such close
friends.”

She laughed. “I think I'm going to like you... what was your name? Quarry, is
that it, Quarry?”

“That’s right.”

“You got a first name?”

“Do I have to?”

“Sure.”

“Make you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?”

“You don’t ask me my first name and I don’t call you Bunny.”

“Deal.”

“You don’t seem overly upset about your mother’s death.”

“I'm over it. Anyway, it was a blessing, she was senile as hell. I mean, look at
this place, that ought to tell you where her mind was.”

“Why don’t you move all this stuff out?”

“Where to?”

“You got money. Rent some place and store it.”

“Oh, I got money, do I?”

“Sure. You own a restaurant or a bar or whatever you call it, you must have
money.”



“I call it a club and I own half of it. I'm working on owning it all.”

“Oh?”

“All or none of it. See, when we started the place we had no idea it was going to
go like it did. Business started out big and got bigger. But the business
arrangement I got isn’t the best.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, when I got this idea for a club, I had some money, but not a whole hell of
a lot. My mother was getting bedridden and like I said, sort of senile, and the big
house we had on the hill we sold...”

“You had one of those houses on the hill?”

“Yeah, ours is a Port City family that goes way back. My old man was in the
pearl button business, which used to be Port City’s claim to fame... Pearl Button
Capital of the World! Until plastic came along and the pearl button market fizzled.
Dad sold out early, and we had enough money to maintain the house on the hill
and he and mother lived comfortably until Dad died five, six years ago and Mother
started needing medical attention.”

“Didn’t I see all this on a soap opera?”

“Oh eat shit, Quarry. Anyway, I sold the house, moved Mother and all her
possessions into this cozy two-bedroom flat and put up a chunk of money for the
place you know as Bunny’s. I also provided the concept of the place and my shady
reputation as the Port City fallen lady who was nude in front of God and
everybody, and my business partner provided the land and the rest of the money.
Because his investment, as far as land and capital is concerned, was bigger than
mine, his share of the profits is bigger. I want more of the money than I been
getting. More, hell, I want it all. I'm the fucking Bunny! If he wants the money, let
him pose bare-ass.”

“You’re going to try to buy him out, then?”

“Yeah, I been saving my share of the profits like a good little miser. And if I can’t
buy him out, I'll make him buy me out and I'll build another club someplace.”

“Listen, I want to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“The pink Mustang. Where’d you get it?”

“It was a present. Back in my Bunny days. Maybe if I get to know you better I'll
tell you about it.”

“I'd like to know you better.”

“I know you would.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right. This morning was no accident, was it?”

I choked on my bite of grapefruit. “...pardon?”

“This morning. You came around here looking for a way to get close to me,
didn’t you? Don’t play dumb. I saw you a couple nights ago, at the club. I saw you
staring at me.”

I grinned, more in relief than anything else. “I'm sorry. Couldn’t help staring.”

“A lot of men stare at me. Most of them stare at me like I'm so much meat,
Grade-A U.S. government-inspected prime maybe, but meat just the same. You,
you stared at me like you were staring at a woman.”

“You can really tell the difference, huh?”



“Sure can. I get that goddamn meat stare all the time. Almost every son of a
bitch in Port City’s tried to get in my pants one time or another.”

“But you'’re selective.”

“That’s right “

“Then let me ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“You won’t get mad?”

“Ask and see.”

“If you’re selective, what are you doing shacking with a freak like that one who
tried to heist your wheels?”

She laughed. Her eyes laughed too, sparkled sort of. “I got a weakness for
younger men. How old are you, anyway?”

“How old are you?”

“I'm thirty-two.”

“I'm younger.”

She smiled. She touched my hand. “Thanks for stopping that creep. I like that
car of mine, I'm fond of it, it’s got sentimental meaning for me.”

“He was drunk.”

“Yeah, well, he sat around smoking pot last night and then he couldn’t get
straight and I kicked him out of the bedroom, locked the sucker out, in fact. He
must’ve sat up all night drinking up my liquor stock and planning his revenge.”

“l didn’t think he knew what he was doing.”

“Maybe he did. That was his band’s last night at the club, you know, and he
told me the group was going to have to break up pretty soon, ‘cause him and
another guy had the drug rap hanging over ‘em and the two of 'em were planning
to hotfoot it to Canada. Maybe he got inspired and was going to drive my Mustang
over the border.”

“Or maybe he’s gay and pink just appeals to him.”

“He just might’ve been, at that. Most men react pretty favorably to me, that’s the
first time I can remember any guy having trouble.”

“Younger guys, huh?”

“Yeah. Younger guys, and guys moving through town, one-night stand things,
you know? I like short relationships. Short and sweet. A long relationship to me is
one that lasts a week.”

“Is that so? You steer away from the locals, huh?”

“Goddamn right. I like being on my own. Get involved with somebody around
here and before you know it, I'd be into something serious. No true, deep abiding
loves for me, thanks, I been stung by that shit before. No meaningful mature
relationships with married men, either, I seen too many girls get shafted in the ear
by that stuff. I like my relationships nice and shallow. One-night stands, yessir.
And then there was my mother. When she was alive I couldn’t have men friends
in, now could I? So it was motel rooms and backseats of cars and such. Little
sordid, maybe, but it serves the purpose. I mean, everybody has to get their rocks
off now and then.”

“l know what you mean.”

“What do you do for a living, anyway?”

“I'm a salesman.”



“Then of course you know what I mean. Your goddamn life’s a chain of one-
night stands, isn’t it?”

“Isn’t everybody’s?”

She stopped for a moment, looked thoughtful, looked at me. “I wonder,” she
said.

It was silent for a while, and just as the silence was getting to the awkward
stage, I said, “This grapefruit is good.”

“You want another half?”

“Only if you do.”

“l do.”

“Okay then.”

She got another huge yellow softball and served it up and said, “Florida
grapefruit.”

“Thought so. Really fine.”

“Yeah, girl friend of mine sent a crate of ’em up to me. Now there’s an example
of what I was talking about.”

“Huh?”

“This girl friend of mine. She’s one who got involved with a guy, a married one at
that, and she got shafted in the ear, as well as every other opening on her the son
of a bitch could find. That’s one of the reasons I'm trying to get out of business
with him.”

“Wait a minute... you mean the guy this girl friend of yours was involved with is
the same guy you’re in business with?”

“Shit, I shouldn’t be talking about all this.”

“I'm from out of town, Peg, what do I know?”

“Well, see nobody in town knows about the affair between these two.”

“You know.”

“Yeah, I do, but the guy himself doesn’t know I know about it. Whew, confusing,
huh?”

“Don’t stop now, you got me interested.”

“Well... okay. Shouldn’t hurt. After all, I'm not using names, am I? And if I did
you wouldn’t know who I was talking about.”

“That’s right,” I said. Raymond Springborn.

“This guy I'm in partnership with, he’s a crackerjack businessman, terrific
businessman, really, and fairly ethical as far as that goes, though part of that has
to do with his hometown image. Anyway, my best girl friend was this guy’s, what,
mistress? Mistress for over a year. He kept her in an apartment and treated her all
right, except that the apartment was more like a prison, since he’s a fanatic about
keeping their affair an utter secret. Then last month he told her their big love